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FOREWORD 


This commentary on Mishlé (the Book of Proverbs) is an illuminating 
explanation of King Shlomo’s wise guidelines to life. It is an invaluable 
contribution in our constant fight against the moral decay and confusion 
of ideals of every age. The lucid words of Rabbi Shamshon Rephoel 
Hirsch will inspire those who read them in their quest for guidance and 
solutions to the social and ethical problems of our times. 


It appears that the p’sukim (verses) in Mishlé are arranged in the 
chronological order in which they were expressed by the wise King 
Shlomo. Shamshon Rephoel Hirsch has explained Mishlé in twenty-two 
chapters, each chapter bearing the title of a principal idea of the Book of 
Proverbs. In this essay form the philosophical teachings of Mishlé 
became most effective. Rabbi Hirsch published his commentary on 
Mishle in installments entitled “Salomonische Spruchweisheit” in the 
Jewish-German weekly periodical Jeschurun. The work appeared in the 
years 1883 to 1885, at a time when my grandfather Isaac Hirsch 
(Shamshon Rephoel’s son), a businessman in Hanover, took over the 
publication of Jeschurun upon the request of his illustrious father. My 
mother, Sara, assisted her father in compiling and editing the journal. 
She considered it a z’chus, a great privilege, to be instrumental in the 
publication of the works of Rabbi Shamshon Rephoel Hirsch. Both my 
father and my mother fervently advocated the philosophy of Rabbi 
Shamshon Rephoel Hirsch in the education of their children. It is thus a 
memorable occasion for me to see the appearance of this volume, which 
I gratefully dedicate to the memory of my parents, William and Sara 


Moller 5”x1. 


I would like to express my thanks to Mrs. Karin Paritzky of Bayit 
Vegan, Israel, who so ably translated the original German text into the 
English language, and I am most grateful to Rabbi Shlomo Danziger for 
editing the English text. I also owe thanks to the Samson Raphael 
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Hirsch Society and to Mr. Jacob Breuer for his constant good advice. 
My appreciation goes to Mr. Max Nussbaum for inserting the Hebrew 
p'sukim (verses) and, last but not least, my gratitude goes to Mr. Philipp 
Feldheim and his staff for arranging and printing this text. 


Dr. Raphael Moller 


INTRODUCTION 


As indicated by the title and table of contents of this newly translated 
work, Rav S.R. Hirsch 9”xt has not provided us with a complete and 
consecutive translation and commentary of Sefer Mishlé. 


Mishlé contains a wealth of fundamental themes, some of which recur 
at various places in the Sefer. In the present volume, the author groups 
together the texts and translations of certain parts of Mishlé dealing with 
a particular theme and follows them up with a treatise pertaining to this 
theme. These treatises first appeared in the German-language publica- 
tion Der Neuve Jeschurun. 


During a period of fourteen years, S. R. Hirsch edited a monthly un- 
der the title Jeschurun. After his death his son, Dr. Naftali Hirsch, com- 
piled the rich literary work contained in Jeschurun in six volumes, which 
he published as the “Collected Writings” (Gesammelte Schriften). 


When advanced age and the pressure of other literary tasks (such as 
the Commentary to the Psalms) forced S. R. Hirsch to cease publication 
of Jeschurun, his son Isaac, of Hanover, began to issue a new monthly 
under the title Der Neue Jeschurun. He was eminently qualified for this 
difficult literary undertaking. Inspired by the spiritual impact of the 
ideology expounded by his great father, and endowed with a brilliant 
pen (which S. R. Hirsch, as reported by my father b”xt, characterized as 
“extraordinary”’), Isaac Hirsch, by profession a businessman, was able 
to apply his extensive Jewish and secular knowledge in the evaluation 
and clear analysis of the problems which beset the Judaism and Jewry of 
his time. The treatises contained in the present volume were written by 
S. R. Hirsch for Der Neue Jeschurun. 


Raphael Moller, the grandson of Isaac Hirsch, has taken a special in- 
terest in the master’s writings on Mishle. He left no stone unturned until 
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he located the issue containing the first article which, together with the 
remaining work, he arranged to have translated in preparation for this 
publication. 


These treatises are brilliant rays of light, seeds sown in prolific abun- 
dance by the great leader in Israel during a rich lifetime graced by 
Divine Providence. They are seeds which will blossom and ripen in ever 
greater beauty in the future. More than ever, their timeless message is 
designed to illuminate our contemporary scene. 


Rav Dr. Joseph Breuer 


I 


RIGHTEOUS AND UNRIGHTEOUS 


In describing people who do or do not obey the Torah’s command- 
ments, Mishleé divides them into two distinct groups, under the general 
classification of O°?°7¥ and o°yw. The ‘zaddik is the law-abiding man, 
who subordinates himself to God’s commandments and fulfils His re- 
quirements, both inward (in belief and thought) and outward (in action). 
He is also called yashar, upright, because of the straight course of his 
striving, since he steadfastly proceeds towards the aim determined by 
God, unimpeded by any external or internal disturbance. Or he is called 
tam, because of the surrender of all his-emotions, thinking and volition 
to this one aim; tam actually means the whole person, complete within 
himself. 


The opposite of tzaddik is yw (related to 7W), the lawless man, who 
lives and acts utterly by whim. 


The Proverbs portray these contrasting characters for us by their dif- 
ferent conceptions, tendencies and aspirations; by the difference in their 
respective influences on the welfare of their fellow-men; and, most of all, 
by their respective relationship to God and the consequences of their 
behavior on their own well-being. The basic thoughts in this respect may 
well be expressed by these sentences: 


327793 “TN Va 
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Trust in God with your whole heart, 
and do not lean upon your own understanding. 


In all your ways acknowledge Him, 
and He will direct your paths aright. 
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Be not wise in your own eyes; 
fear God and desist from evil. (3, 5—7) 


Note that this passage begins not 32 nNv2 but “7 YX nya — not to have 
reliance on whatever God has already granted, but to trust God, be con- 
fident about what He has in store for us. It means to build our entire 
future upon God, to be unshakeable in our conviction that we can reach 
our goal in life only with God, from God and by God’s help. Hence we 
should ask ourselves at every step whether the aims we seek and the 
means by which we try to attain them are in keeping with God’s will, to 
such an extent that we may hopefully expect His assistance. This is the 
attitude which, according to Mishlé, is fundamental to the tzaddik’s 
thinking. 


Contrastingly, we are shown how faith can sunder on the cliff of ar- 
rogance, how it can be misled and misleading by its over-reliance on 
human understanding and by the thought that God’s knowledge, 
teachings and guidance — and consequently also His assistance — can 
be dispensed with. 


a9-an opy-on 
SDNY DY 73 
Raised eyes, wide with heart’s desire, 
the tilled soil of the wicked is sin. (21, 4) 


A lawless person thinks that his own intelligence and calculations make 
him able to do virtually anything at all; he “lifts high his eyes”; and by 
raising, “lifting high” his eyes, by putting his confidence entirely on his 
own cleverness and qualifications, he lets his heart’s desires roam far 
and wide. Only what is physically unattainable does not exist for him as 
a possible acquisition by his undaunted arrogance. His field, nir, his 
area of activity, is therefore sin; he believes that transgression of the 
sacred commandments is the soil on which he will reap success. 
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Every way of a man is rightful in his own eyes, 
but [only] God examines the heart. (21, 2) 


PPVI WRIT? 
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All the ways of a man are pure in his own eyes, 
but [only] God examines the spirits. 

Commit your actions unto God 

and your thoughts will be the right ones. (16, 2—3) 


Not even the most devious way will be taken by any human being un- 
less he is convinced that he is not mistaken and that he is moving in 
the right direction. What he is forgetting, however, is that right or wrong 
are determined not by man, but by God. If we want to take the road that 
leads us to our true destination, we must realize that yielding to our 
heart’s cravings will not get us there; we can reach this aim only by 
those actions which are in keeping with God’s approval. Hence, before 
we can consider the desires of our heart justified and assume that our 
convictions are the right ones, we must test them by the standard of 
God’s demands and God’s decrees. In other words, our actions should 
be directed, from the start, toward God! (The Hebrew word go/ means a 
movement, involving exertion, in the direction of a goal.) Once we make 
our actions subject to God’s approval and His sanction, then our very 
thoughts will become the right thoughts and we shall be protected from 
going astray anywhere in our thinking and volition. 


DON OPA NIX 
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The desire of the righteous is only [for the] good, 
but the expectation of the wicked is [God’s] wrath. (11, 23) 
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Whatever situations and happenings a righteous person may wish for, 
the misfortune of others is never among them. He will never agree to 
become a tool for the destruction of others. Indeed, he would rather 
deny his own desires than have others suffer because of them. The 
desires of the lawless man, however, if we look closely, are based on his 
hope that some trouble will come up, of which he would like to become 
the instrument. This is pointed out by another adage of Mishle: 


wmiya2 Tt Syp Yd 
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God has made all things for His own purpose, 
and even the wicked for a day of evil. (16, 4) 


Adversity and suffering are an integral part of God’s methods — either 
punitive or probationary — to educate us. It is His way of leading in- 
dividuals or a group to betterment if they are still amenable to improve- 
ment, or, if they are incorrigible, to destruction, for the sake of rescuing 
their surroundings from them. Ultimately, these methods of His aim at 
the salvation of the world. Yet once it has been ordained by His paternal 
guidance that such a period of suffering shall come to pass, He allows 
the madness and evil of men to become its instruments. He uses the folly 
and wickedness of people who speculate on such a period of ‘evrah, 
Divine wrath, to carry out their own evil schemes and to cause destruc- 
tion. In the end, however, they become a tool in God’s design for the 
good of the world. : 


YTANN YW] WH} 
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The soul of the wicked wishes for evil; 
in his view, no comrade should be pardoned. (21, 10) 


Anaw oP IY n2Min 


The anticipation of the righteous is joy, 
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but the hope of the wicked — may it never be fulfilled! (10, 28) 
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_ The thoughts of the righteous are toward justice, 
but the schemings of the wicked, to deceit. (12, 5) 


The mental process needed to penetrate to truth and justice is straight- 
forward and uncomplicated. Therefore the thoughts, niawnn, of truthful 
and just people are equally straightforward and artless. They are 
directed toward justice and only justice. The thoughts of the un- 
righteous, on the other hand, are likened to ¥2n, a rope spun out of 
many threads and a net tied out of many ropes. Their thoughts are 
forever directed toward deception and trickery. 
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To the righteous it is a pleasure to exercise justice, 
but to those used to violence, it is terrifying. (21, 15) 


A law-abiding person never has to be forced in the direction of justice. 
He gladly and obligingly fulfills the call of duty. But to people who are 
used to acting arbitrarily, it seems terrifying if, for once, they must fulfill 
the demands of justice. 


oot Pt pay yT 
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The just man knows the rights of the poor; 
the wicked one knows no such consideration. (29, 7) 
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A just man knows that everyone is entitled to justice, and that this in- 
cludes the poor as well, even though a poor man, because of his 
impecunity and subordinate station in life, might perhaps be unable to 
look after his interests, uphold his rights, or bring to justice those who 
have harmed him. Someone who has no respect for justice, however, has 
no such consideration. For him there is only one law: the law of the 
strongest, the law which can be enforced vengefully by power. A law 
which can be easily broken, such as the right of the poor, means nothing 
to him. Hence it follows that true respect for justice shows itself in a 
man’s respect for the rights of the poor. 


ONAN? OT "WIN 
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Men of violence hate one who has moral integrity; 
under the disguise of honesty they seek his soul. (29, 10) 


In Mishlé the word 0°27 does not correspond to actual murder. It 
denotes a disaster caused by the undermining of a person’s life and hap- 
piness. The tam, who has no other thoughts than the fulfillment of his 
task, who is completely absorbed in following the call of duty and never 
suspects others of having any different intentions, who himself never 
thinks of deception, is the one most easily deceived; he is the easiest vic- 
tim of crime. There is no more welcome object for the criminal inten- 
tions of 0°97 °w3X, men of violence, than the tam; they are his sworn an- 
tagonists. Under the guise of honesty they approach the unsuspecting 
tam, only to bring about his destruction. 


1392 YY] WR TWH 
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However bold an evil man may be in his presence, 
the just man, let him watch his ways. (21, 29) 
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A troubled fountain and a contaminated well, 
such is a righteous man flinching before the wicked. (25, 26) 


A man of moral rectitude should not allow himself to be led astray; he 
should not even be guilty of a momentary vaccillation, no matter how 
brashly he is being faced. His obligation is to remain resolute in his con- 
victions. His words and actions should remain a pure fountain and an 
unpolluted well of truth and Godliness. When adherence to justice and 
right have disappeared, when contempt and mockery of observance of 
law have become the order of the day, then the words and deeds of the 
uncorruptible, righteous person should reveal such truth which by itself 
will testify to human dignity and Divine approbation. Even a momen- 
tary irresolution, however, would reveal that this well, too, is clean no 
longer; it has not been able to resist the penetration of impurities. This 
source too has lost its adamantine strength as a last refuge of the Divine 
presence within humanity. Hence, the smallest inconsistency in a man of 
integrity strengthens the lawless in their aberration and constitutes, ac- 
cording to our Sages, own i9°n, a desecration of His name. 


The disparity between the righteous and the unrighteous is evident not 
only when their respective social behavior is compared. They form a 
decided contrast also in the physical sphere of human behavior. The one 
who observes God’s law elevates himself by fulfilling its physical re- 
quirements, to the standard of human morality. On the other hand, one 
who defies God’s law degrades himself, by his sensuality, to the level of 


an animal, or even lower. 


This thought is concisely expressed in the following adage: 


jw) yaw? 2X pry 
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The righteous eats for the satisfaction of his soul, 
but the body of the wicked is never satisfied. (13, 25) 
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The person who observes Divine law allows himself the enjoyment of 
food and the satisfaction of other physical needs only inasmuch as this 
is necessary for the maintenance of his body as the receptacle of his soul 
on earth and for the fulfillment of his obligations in this connection. Ac- 
cordingly, even when attending to his physical needs, the righteous man 
remains within the sphere of the spiritual. To a person without any law, 
on the other hand, sensual satisfaction is purely a demand of his body; 
and while animals find their proper limit in the fulfillment of their natural 
needs and restrain themselves at that, a sensual person knows neither 
limit nor satiety in the gratification of his senses. 


We have noted that the man of integrity abhors social injustice and 
violence. He has the same aversion towards immorality and backs away 
from the very thought of immoral behavior. Conversely, the man out- 
side Divine law abhors not only social justice; he loathes moral dignity 
too, to such an extent that even the thought of controlling one’s own 
desires and leading a life of unfailing moral conduct is repugnant to him. 


DIY WR OPT nayin 
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Just as a violent person is an abomination to the just, 
so is the morally straight person to the wicked. (29, 27) 


Our highest vocation in life is the faithful observance of the Divine com- 
mandments; and our relationship to God must have as its only objective 
the fulfillment of this vocation. Everything else must be relative and sub- 
ordinate to this as a means toward the end. 


bevnr TRIE wy 
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To do righteousness and justice 
is more acceptable to God than sacrifices. (21, 3) 
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True, God has chosen sacrificial offerings as an act of expression of our 
relationship to Him; but this refers only to the honest sacrifice, called in 
the Psalms nat *9y *n-72 °n> (Ps. 50, 5); i.e. the offering is always a 
renewal of our covenant with God. “To do righteousness and justice,” 
however, is more than a renewal of the covenant; it is living up to the 
terms of the covenant. In other words, it is the fulfillment of the vows 
which are the essential part of a sacrificial offering, which give the 
sacrifice its intrinsic value. 


DYN 777 Or 
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For the unwise, a guilt-sacrifice must intercede [by promising better- 
ment], 
but among these who retain their moral rectitude dwells [God's] 


goodwill. (14, 9) 


Those who have been foolish enough to stray from the right path need a 
guilt-offering to vow betterment and so restore them into God’s favor. 
However, for those who have remained ow”, such a sacrifice is not 
needed. God’s benevolence stays at their side at every step. 


1H) "7 nayin >> 
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For an abomination to God is one who divests himself of moral ties, 
while the upright enjoy His invisible, intimate closeness. (3, 32) 


tio) is from nb, to abandon, to leave. 710 denotes an intimate 
relationship known only to the person involved. 
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In hidden ways He grants energy to the upright, 
being a shield to those who walk in integrity. (2a) 
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People of integrity are aware of God’s proximity, for He grants them 
both additional energy, enabling them to carry out their good intentions, 
and protection against perils which might hinder them in their striving to 
fulfil their duty. 


9Y7 WW 7 nayin 
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The way of the wicked is an abomination to God, 
but He loves him who eagerly strives to fulfil his obligation. (15, 9) 
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God remains far from the wicked, 
but to the prayers of the righteous He listens. (15, 29) 


From people who shun His commandments, God remains distant. But 
to the righteous He is close; and by their prayer they can gain from Him 
clarity of thought, purity of intention, and strength for fulfillment of 
good purposes. On the other hand, 


 nayin oywy m3} 
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while He favors the prayer of the upright. (15, 8) 
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The sacrifice of the wicked is an abomination; 
how much more if he brings it with sinful intention. (21, 27) 
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God accepts with favor not only what we show and express to Him by 
sacrificial offerings, but also what we convey to Him by mere words. He 
abhors, however, sacrifices brought by those who defy His law, when 
they do not change their sinful thoughts; when the person offering the 
sacrifice not only makes no resolve to observe His commandments in 
the future, but even offers it with the thought of bribing God so as to ob- 
tain a dispensation for future disregard of His law. Such a sacrifice is 
simply a reprehensible blasphemy. 
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The life of a man who is truly faithful in observing His law is filled with 
a richly rewarding happiness: the certainty of God’s nearness in his 
striving for fairness and purity of actions. God’s order is directed toward 
the preservation and promotion of the good, and the righteous person is 
assured of God’s protection and salvation as well as the continuity and 
prosperity of his descendants in the future. 


However, over and above this recompense, the truly faithful observance 
of the Torah is rewarded by a feeling of joyousness; the very fact of fol- 
lowing in the path of justice instills serenity. The world judges by ap- 
pearances, never suspecting how much bliss and peace can dwell in the 
heart and hearth of a righteous man, even at a time when poverty and 
misfortune may be visited upon him. An unrighteous man, on the other 
hand, even though favored by circumstances and living in the most 
resplendent magnificence, may harbor in his heart exactly opposite feel- 


ings. 
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Behold, the righteous is repaid while yet on earth; 
how much more the wicked and the sinner! (i1, 31) 


We only have to survey the histories of our greatest personages (in the 
past), shining in their faithful observance of God’s law and justice, in 
order to see that not even the slightest deviation from the path of duty, 
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the slightest foible, to which, like any mortal, they for once fell victim, 
remained uncensured. On the contrary, they had to atone for every sin 
yet Y1Na, while on earth. If such is the case with tzaddikim, whose entire 
lives otherwise shone like a beacon of observance of Divine law and 
duty, can a life of levity and disobedience to duty then stay un- 
condemned and unexpiated? 


men? pray nbys 
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The deeds of the righteous are for life; 
the acquisitions of the wicked, for expiation. (10, 16) 


For a righteous man, not only the results of his actions are meaningful, 
but also the actions themselves. By allowing his psyche to unfold in 
accordance with its vocation, i.e. to strive in singleness of purpose and 
faithful fulfillment of its duty towards an aim of purity, he gains life and 
exaltation of his being, morally and spiritually; these are his progress 
and his profit. For the wicked, however, even his successes, his earnings 
and his accomplishments will ultimately prove to be his undoing and 
become an expiation for his sins and dereliction. (NNUN has the same 
meaning here as in Zechariah 14, 19.) 


waNIAN NT YW] NWI 
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That which the wicked man dreads, that shail come upon him, 

and shall contribute toward the fulfillment of the righteous’ wishes. 
When a whirlwind passes [over the world] the wicked one is no more, 
but the righteous one remains as the foundation of the everlasting future. 
(10, 24-25) 


What is it the lawless man (without any Torah in his life) fears most? It 
is poverty, a lowly station in life, being denied the possibility to gratify 
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his sensual cravings. In order to escape from this fear, he permits 
himself every defiance of the Divine law, every transgression of the 
Divine commandments; he becomes a ywn, divesting himself of any 
bonds imposed by duty. But what he fears most, what he believes to be 
able to escape by disregarding God’s law — this is exactly what will 
befall him. For just as surely as God’s plans do not have as their aim the 
prospering and continued thriving of evil, so — without their knowledge 
and against their will—all the events caused by the lawless will 
ultimately frustrate their intentions and contribute toward the Divine 
purpose of healing and blessing. 


This purpose is directed to shaping the conditions of humanity in such a 
way that truth, integrity, and goodness will be revealed, to be 
acknowledged in the future —a future toward which the hopes and 
desires of all the righteous are confidently pointed. 


As long as all is quiet and everything seemingly proceeds routinely, to 
all appearances the lawless man too is prospering; he too enjoys the 
fulfillment of his desires. At a time, however, when God ordains a 
purifying storm to pass through human circumstances, then everything 
rotten, all that was built on unlawful foundations, will reveal itself and 
collapse, and the lawless shall disappear from the scene of the world. 
Justice and the just, however, will be able to withstand any storms. They 
shall remain as the solid foundation for the future of humanity, which 


rests in God’s hands. 
© 
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The fear of God prolongs days, 
while the years of the wicked are too short. (10, 27) 


The God-fearing man lives in terms of days, and the lawless one in 
terms of years; yet even years are not sufficient to bring him the fulfill- 
ment of his schemes. The God-fearing man’s endeavor, his faithful com- 
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pliance with the Divine commandments, can be successfully ac- 
complished on each and every day. Each day that has been lived 
through in faithful observance of the Torah is a gain, a profit for him. 
Having accomplished this, he can have it entered on the life-calendar of 
his sojourn upon earth; he has not lived in vain. He counts days, not 
years (see Psalms 90, 12). 


The lawless person, however, sees the value of his life only in external 
acquisitions. Such acquisitions, though, come to maturity (reach their 
full value) under the rays of the earthly sun and need years for their 
development. Mere days, therefore, are meaningless to the lawless man; 
he can count only years. But even years are not sufficient to bring him 
fulfillment of his forever-increasing wishes. This is what our Sages 
meant when they said: No man departs from this world having attained 
half of his desires (Koheleth Rabbah 1, 13). 
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When a lawless man dies, his hope is at an end, 
and his expectation of [material] increase of his strength has perished. 
(il, 7) 
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Overthrow the wicked, and they are no longer; 
but the house of the righteous shall stand. (12, 7) 


When the lawless lose their fortune and fall from the proud pinnacle on 
which their fortune stands, nothing remains of them. The sum of such 
a man’s own person plus his fortune comprise a grand total of super- 
ficialities. As soon as these fagades have collapsed, such people 
themselves become buried under the ruins. 
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For the righteous man however, all externals are only means toward the 
one end which he never loses sight of. “Home” to him is not 
represented by the measure of comfort with which his house was built 
and is now maintained. 


To him, home denotes striving and accomplishing aims favorable in 
God’s eyes, through the means granted him and the human beings 
entrusted into his care. His circumstances may change, his prosperity 
may vanish, but his task always remains the same. Those of God’s de- 
mands which he has already fulfilled will never be lost; they are 
his — into eternity. In adversity it only remains for him to prove, serene 
and undaunted, that his and his family’s faithfulness and striving toward 
God are unshaken even though his fortunes have turned and the circum- 
stances of his life have changed. His “home” remains. 


In truth, while the lawless collapses when his fortune is doomed, the 
righteous man retains his confidence even in death, for his existence and 
his accomplishments go beyond the span of his sojourn upon earth. 
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In his adversity, the wicked is thrown over; 
but the righteous, even in dying, keeps trusting. (14, 32) 


As long as his luck holds, the lawless man [without faith or Torah] 
may be bold and brash; but as soon as his fortunes seem to turn, he 
becomes cowardly and discouraged, because apart from his external 
|wordly| fortunes he possesses no internal, inner steadiness. The 
righteous man, however, remains courageously upright even in extreme 
distress. 


It is im such times of distress that we see most clearly the difference 
between those who are led by God’s guidance in both auspicious and 
inauspicious circumstances, and those who have withdrawn from His 
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guiding hand, taking both their conduct and their fate into their own 
hands. It is in such times of distress that the strength inherent in true 
trust in God proves itself most conclusively. 
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They flee though there is no persecutor — those [who know themselves to 
be/ lawless; 
the righteous, however, are confident as a young lion. (28, 1) 
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The name of God is a strong tower; 
the righteous one strives forth in it and feels himself elevated. (18, 10) 


Conscientious observance of God’s Law provides, in itself, protection 
from many an evil. The conscientiously devout person rejects entice- 
ment to evil, while a lawless man lets himself be allured, by seemingly 
dazzling advantages, into a course of action which very often necessari- 
ly leads to ruin. This may well be the idea expressed by the following 
verses: 
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Righteousness guards him that walks in integrity, 
but wickedness, /by its/ crooked wavs, incurs expiation. (13, 6) 
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The righteous excels above his neighbor, 
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but the way of the wicked leads them astray. (12, 26) 
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The integrity of the upright shall guide them, 
while the crookedness of the faithless shall destroy them. (11, 3) 
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The righteousness of a sincere person shall smooth his way, 
but by his lawlessness the wicked one shall fall. (11, 5) 
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Observance of duty shall save the upright, 
but the faithless shall be trapped in their own schemings. (11, 6) 
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The ascending course of the upright is avoidance of evil; 
he who watches his way protects his soul. (16, 17) 
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The righteous man understands the house of the lawless one, 
how it brings, by crookedness, ruin to the lawless. (21, 12) 
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The violence of the wicked shall drag them on, 
because once they refused to do what is right. (21, 7) 


(The word on)» is from 172, as in 199N3 17H, “they drag them into 
their net” — Habakkuk 1, 15.) 
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The righteous man remains spared from trouble, 
and the wicked one comes in his stead. (11, 8) 
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The lawless person is a ransom for the righteous one, 
and the faithless one comes instead of the upright. (21, 18) 


It seems to us that these last two proverbs reflect on a situation where 
an attractive and advantageous, but evil, scheme might have been of- 
fered initially to a righteous man, whose integrity, however, forbade him 
to enter upon it. Instead of him, lawless and faithless men will carry it 
out, thereby causing their own destruction —from which fate the 
righteous man has escaped unharmed. 
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As we have learned, observance of the Divine Law by itself preserves 
the righteous from going astray towards ruin. However, beyond this, a 
righteous person has God’s direct, individual protection. Beyond any 
doubt there are educational forces in his life which, in order to allow him 
to perfect himself, have the purpose of elevating and ennobling him by 
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trials and tests, showing in these very situations [that try him] the father- 
ly love of God. Just as surely, though, God will not let a righteous man 
be destroyed, and He will ordain for him (even if but a modest one) an 
ever re-flowering future. Evil, however, unfailingly ends in ruin. 


This, now, is the Book of Mishlé’s further advice to the Lawless: It is no 
use to plot an ambush. 
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Do not lie in wait, O wicked man, at the dwelling of the righteous; 
do not pillage his place of rest. 

For a righteous man may fall seven times, and he will rise up again, 
but the wicked stumble under adversity. (24, 15—16) 
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The righteous shall not be toppled forever, 
but the wicked shall never find rest on earth. (10, 30) 


YWID OFX 1D°-N? 
VIN" 92 OPI WI) 


A man shall not be firmly established by lawlessness, 
but the root of the righteous shall never waver. (12, 3) 


A tree may seem to move to and fro, but the root within and below re- 
mains firm. Upon it the tree will steady itself again. So, too, the 
righteous man. In the midst of the storms of life, a righteous person has 
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an inner, invisible support, holding him firm and straight. It is this 
shoresh, this root, which the lawless lack and are unable to replace, in 
spite of all artificial, man-made, contrived superficialities. 
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The wicked one desires the prey of evil men, 
yet contributes to the root of the righteous. (12, 12) 


By example and lucky chance, a lawless person entices as many com- 
panions as possible to his evil deeds. But his bitter end only serves to 
strengthen the righteous in their purpose. 
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The lawless’ actions end in deceiving, 
but he who sows righteousness earns true reward. (11, 18) 
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God will not let the soul of the righteous famish, 


But He thrusts away the scheming of the wicked. (10, 3) 
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He who relies on his riches shall fall, 
but the righteous shall flourish like a leaf. (11, 28) 
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Sinners are pursued by evil, 
but to the righteous, good shall be repaid. (13, 21) 
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The lawless man’s house shall not escape destruction, 

but the tent of the upright shall always produce blossoms. 
Sometimes a road seems straight to a man, 

yet it ends in the ways of death. 

Yes, even in merriment the heart aches, 

and its end is a mirth of sadness. 

He who is of a straying heart seeks satisfaction from his ways, 
but a good man, from his own [person]. (14, 11-14) 


A lawless man is deceived in his expectations from the possessions he 
strives to acquire while evading and ignoring the Divine command- 
ments. One who faithfully observes the Divine law, however, may ex- 
pect genuine fulfillment of his aims. For the wishes of the righteous 
stand in relationship to the desires of the lawless as 297 (hunger) to nin 
(scheming, craving; 10, 3). The wishes of a righteous person do not go 
beyond the natural and necessary. He is therefore entitled to hope that 
they will ultimately be granted. The lawless man, however, “schernes” 
and forever thinks of new contrived, excessive pleasures, which in the 
end become a necessity to him — a necessity whose satisfaction God re- 


jects. 


Anything which centers on mere external gratification collapses and 
crumbles, just as external prosperity itself is transitory. The contentment 
of the righteous man, however, grows from inner divinely-blessed roots. 
Not prominently, perhaps, like tall cedars, or pompously like an or- 
namental tree, but humbly, always fresh like a new leaf, he flowers and 


flourishes over and over again. 
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The evil perpetrated by an unrighteous man becomes his own enemy, 
just as the righteous person actually finds his reward in the good actions 
that he performs. True, the lawless man may enjoy a stately house, 
while a man who “goes straight” has to be satisfied with a humbler 
dwelling. Yet the lawless one proceeds toward destruction, while the 
good person goes in the way of constantly reviving youthful blossoming. 
Some people may think they are on the road leading directly to fortune, 
never noticing that it ends in many paths, all terminating in ruin. But 
even before the ultimate ruin, the “merry-making™ itself —as far 
removed as possible from 71¥m YW nNnwW, the joy of a mitzvah—even 
pinwa in the midst of gaiety, this “merry-making” leaves the better, 
nobler feelings in a man unsatisfied. Once the exhilaration has died 
down, one does not know what it should be called: Anmw or Tan, 
exhilaration or sorrow. 


In short, the contrast can be summarized thus: A person whose heart is 
not morally sound, who does not follow the straight path, looks for 
satisfaction only in attaining exterior goals; while the good person looks 
for fulfillment to his inner achievements, which by his efforts become 
part of his spiritual and moral character. Whatever he has harvested 
there remains his own in ever satisfying, serenely rewarding awareness. 
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Righteousness leads to life as surely 
as he who pursues evil goes to his death. (11, 19) 
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In the pathway of righteousness there is life, 
and a road directed to immortality. (12, 28) 


The very God who, in the form of His Law (Torah), has given us a task 
to accomplish, is the One who has shaped our spiritual and physical be- 
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ing for the purpose of such accomplishment. Our being was created for 
the Law, and the Law for our being. Abiding by it, all our spiritual and 
physical forces, talents. and capabilities are brought to the deployment 
and employment for which they have been destined; they come alive, 
and our existence becomes Life. 


If, however, the energy which has been granted us is directed to evil, to 
matters that are “bad” in God’s eyes, then all the positive potential 
within us remains dead; we pursue aims and create objects whose non- 
existence God desires. Moreover, our own existence is then worse than 
non-existence, since it stays in the service of evil and is thus objec- 
tionable to God. Our life then spells death to goodness, and so leads us 
to death. 


The path of Law-abidance is Life, and not only here on earth. It elevates 
our entire sojourn on earth above transitoriness, into the domain of the 
everlasting. Our earthly thinking, volition and action become one with 
the substance of immortality. Though our being, created in the divine 
image. was vested in a mortal frame, it will not be allowed to turn into 
the dust of the grave. And thus the path of truly faithful Law-abidance 
upon earth, through which we are in constant relation to God. always 
turned towards Him and remaining close to Him. becomes the road 
which guides us to immortality. 
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The house of the righteous is a rich treasure, 

but by the revenues of the wicked trouble comes. (15, 6) 
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The light of the righteous remains joyful, 
but the lamp of the wicked shall be dimmed out. (13, 9) 
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In the crime of a wicked man there is a snare, 
but the righteous one may sing and remain happy. (29, 6) 


When a righteous man succeeds in founding a home, no matter how rich 
or humble his sum of possessions may be, his home is always full of 
treasures. The smallest gain which the righteous acquires in keeping 
with the Law and — again in keeping with the Law — spends in his home 
and for his home, is transmuted into meaningful lasting values, through 
its use for purposes and aims which meet with Divine approval. His 
domestic gains do not rise or fall with the stock market; they are not ex- 
posed to devaluation and bring no curse to the home. 


But that which has been acquired in defiance of the Divine command- 
ments and is used in defiance of the commandments — no matter how 
resplendent its appearance may be—causes the home to become 
troubled, ni3¥3. The joy which might have ruled in it becomes troubled 
by lawlessness and is transformed into sorrow. 


The happiness of the righteous compares to that of the lawless as 
natural light compares to artificial illumination. Natural light always re- 
mains shining; the artificial kind becomes constantly dimmer, until it 
goes out. A man may have earned fortunes by means which are dis- 
pleasing to God, and then he can look at them only in fear. Consciously 
trespassing the Law is a crime against God, in whose hands rests the 
fate of mankind. A way of crime which has “luckily” succeeded should 
fill him with fear, for in its very success may lurk the snare which will 
trap him. But as for the fortune that has come to the righteous in his 
compliance with the Law, and which he enjoys in compliance with the 
Law — with this he may indeed rejoice. In such a fortune, acquired in in- 
tegrity and used in purity, no snare lurks: he is allowed to rejoice and ex- 
ult, mawi 717°, and remain serenely happy even after the rejoicing. 
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He that walks in his integrity, a just man, 
happy are his children after him. (20, 7) 
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Hand to hand, no evil shall remain unpunished; 
but the descendants of the righteous shall escape. (11, 21) 
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A good man leaves an inheritance to his children’s children, 
and the wealth of the sinner is laid up for the righteous. (13, 22) 


Abiding by the Law bears fruit — not only for one’s personal existence 
but even for his children. If parents follow the path of the Law, the 
Torah, in moral integrity, then their children will enjoy everlasting 
progress. For God has given His promise to reward the children and 
grandchildren of those who love him and prove their love in faithfully 
obeying His commandments. 


Evil is avenged from “hand to hand”: the hand which sows it is repaid 
with evil. But if a child of sinful parents does not follow their evil way, he 
does not pay and atone for their sin. By contrast, the merit of good 
parents can sometimes become the salvation of a guilty descendant — so 
that while usually “hand to hand, no evil shall remain unpunished,” a 
guilty man who comes from righteous parents may be saved. For after 
all, righteous people do transmit to their descendants, by heredity, in- 
struction, and example, some natural tendencies, influences and impres- 
sions which, although smothered or suppressed by evil and baseness, 
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still remain as a potential seed for the good, waiting for some re- 
awakening of inherent nobility. This possibility can make him worthy of 
salvation. 


And so, the good person lives not only for himself. His merit and the 
beneficial impressions gained from him will surely remain an everlasting 
heritage bequeathed to his children and grandchildren. On the other 
hand, what a transgressor of the Law has gathered during a lifetime of 
sin shall benefit his children only if they become as unlike their parent 
as possible, if they observe the Torah’s commandments with the same 
assiduity that their parent transgressed them. 
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When it goes well with the righteous, the city rejoices, 

and when the wicked perish, there is joy. 

By the blessing of the upright a community is exalted, 

but by the mouth of the wicked it is destroyed. (11, 10-11) 
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When the righteous exult, the glory increases, 
but when the wicked rise, the image of man becomes masked. (28, 12) 
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When the wicked rise, men hide themselves, 
but when they perish, the righteous increase. (28, 28) 
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When the righteous increase, the people rejoice, 
But when the wicked come to rulership, the people sigh. (29, 2) 
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When the wicked are increased, transgression increases, 
but the righteous shall witness their downfall. (29, 16) 
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The renown of the righteous remains as a blessing, 
but the name of the wicked will rot. (10, 7) 


According to these adages, the righteous man’s life and acts are salutary 
not only for his own existence and for the progress of his descendants; 
through his actions and his good fortune the whole community gains 
benefit and honor, The actions and prospering fortune of the lawless, 
however, undermine the well-being of the entire community; they do not 
let goodness and human dignity raise their heads. Therefore a com- 
munity is glad not only about the happiness of the just but also about 
the downfall of the lawless. 


If someone who follows the straight and decent path of unswerving 
fulfillment of his task in life becomes prosperous, he will use this 
prosperity only in such a way as to bring blessing also to his sur- 
roundings. Consequently, through his blessed state the community is 
improved, both ethically and socially. 


The lawless, however, undermine social welfare —not only by their 
deeds but also, and mainly, by their mouths. The damage they cause by 
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“the mouth of the wicked,” by talking and spreading their opinions, 
principles and viewpoints, cannot be undone, even if they were to spend 
thousands. 


When a righteous person attains happiness, then all that is virtuous and 
just gains esteem and respect in the world — a world in whose opinion 
exterior appearances are, after all, not without influence. On the other 
hand, at times when the Law-defying succeed, society will show no 
respect for humaneness. Then, a person whose claim to esteem derives 
from his humanitarian qualities does not dare stand up, and he simply 
withdraws from public life. Only upon the lawless men’s downfall do the 
virtuous again win followers and “the just multiply.” 


People are glad when the number of the righteous increases. They sigh 
when the lawless get the upper hand. The majority of the people in a 
community know by experience what they stand to benefit by the ascen- 
dance of the righteous, and what they stand to lose by a rise of the 
lawless. 


One great consolation is reserved for society: evil, by its excesses, 
causes its own downfall. Through an increase in evil, criminals abound; 
and then, through the steady increase of crime, cultivated by their words 
and example, the criminals themselves are destroyed. Their ruin can be 
confidently expected by the righteous, as they remain on the side. 


When life’s final accounting has to be made, and death draws up the 
balance sheet — then Divine Law-abidance and Law-defiance stand far 
apart. The life of the righteous man shows an eternally enduring credit 
balance; the lawless man departs from this world with a never-to-be- 
repaid deficit. The sum total of the value or non-value of one’s life re- 
mains in the reputation, in the name he leaves behind. Long after the 
righteous person’s departure, his memory, the example of his 
faithfulness to the Torah’s commandments, remains as a model to those 
near and far who knew him — people who, in turn, will leave in the 
minds of their descendants the image of his good example. 
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When a person who has not lived according to the Law dies, however, 
then his reputation too is buried. It is good for him and for the world 
that his name rots and is no longer recalled, and none follows in his 
footsteps of Law-defiance. 


All that the Book of Mishlé has taught us about the joy of observing 
God’s Law is summarized in this Proverb: 
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He who strives for righteousness and mercy 
shall find life, prosperity and honor. (21, 21) 


He will find life through his own existence, prosperity from God, and 
honor from mankind. (When it applies to people, 7p 7¥ denotes a dutiful 
life; when to God — beneficial rule, that grants a man at all times what 
he needs for his true happiness; see Genesis 15, 6.) ; 


II 


WISE MEN AND FOOLS 


Parallel to the contrasting personalities of O°?°7¥ and O°ywW" in the area 
of action, we have o°92N and o0°9°0> as opposite characters in the area 
of the abilities and improvement of the mind. 


Our Proverbs are inexhaustible in their labor to praise the advantages of 
wisdom, constantly advising us to obtain it. On the other hand, they 
bring home to us the pitiable condition of unwise and foolish people. 


The mental faculty needed to acquire and keep wisdom is called in the 
Proverbs 93W, intellect; or sometimes, more generally, 29, the heart. The 
sphere of intellect, ruled by 7M5n (wisdom), is further subdivided into 
mnan and 7332, understanding and insight; ny¥1, knowledge; 7¥Y, plan or 
design; 7°tD, consideration, reflection; 777, shrewdness; and n>iann, 
contrivance. 


As an example, let us say I have learned the prohibition of Mann xd, 
“You shall not covet”. I have thus gained a precept of 729n. Then I may 
try to penetrate deeper into its motives and consequences; for instance, I 
may reflect that lusting for forbidden things in itself tarnishes moral 
purity, and in the end it will lead a person to appropriate, use and enjoy 
forbidden goods and pleasures. Therefore I should be guilty of 
transgressing Tonn KX» even if I pay for the desired goods [that are not 
permissible]. To reach this conclusion, I have exercised 73°23 and gained 
nmyan. Suppose I now try to identify the nature and kind of the various 
attractions which tempt me, as well as my reactions to them. I will then 
exercise 197 and gain ny%. If all this results in making me seriously 
determined to fulfil the precept of Tann XN», this determination is called 
nyy. Planning the manner of my conduct in order to remain faithful to 
this determination is 77°12. 
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Now I may well become convinced that if I am to remain faithful to my 
determination, it is not sufficient to merely repress the desire for 
something forbidden, but I shall also have to avoid those temptations 
which are bound to awaken my craving. Or I may even have to practice 
denying myself some allowed pleasures in order to bolster my self- 
control and conquer my convetous inclination. This is 7m 1y, ethical 
shrewdness, to teach me self-control and self-limitation. 


Suppose now that some desire in me is so strong that I have to think of 
several combinations in order to arrange my life in such a manner as to 
vanquish my desire and not let it become a passion. In such a case, I 
have devised n1712nn, stratagems for victorious endurance in inner bat- 
tle, just as one plans and executes an attack on an enemy by nibiann. 
The character which is formed in this process is O5n, 712) and ovy. 


To describe the opposite of 773n, we find only one expression in Mishlé: 
nbix. Individuals who turn away from wisdom are called 0°°0D, D°>1x, 
ond; but the trait they have in common, lack of wisdom, lack of 
knowledge, has only one definition: nix. This word is related to "1K, 
“perhaps,” and to 9px, darkness. It accordingly refers to a (mental) 
state which has remained unenlightened by wisdom, an inability to “see 
the light.” A 5°09, translated as “fool,” is not feeble-minded, but rather a 
person prejudiced by an erroneous view of things, one who blindly fol- 
lows his opinions in utter disregard of rational conclusions. On the other 
hand, °nD is a person who, for lack of experience and learning, is ex- 
posed to all kinds of exterior impressions and influences. He is the inex- 
perienced, untaught one. Then there still are: the p?, the enemy of nm9n, 
the one who sarcastically sneers at wisdom, moral sensibility and 
nobility; and 1y3, whose mental development has remained on a very 
low, almost animal-like level. 


All these characteristics are by no means incurable or congenital defects 
of the mind; rather, because of their inadequacy they are subject to 
moral stricture. 


Interestingly enough, the expressions 790 and n1790, which are frequent- 
ly used in Koheleth (Ecclesiastes) to describe a fool, never appear in 
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Mishlé (the Book of Proverbs). The word 930, which is very similar to 
bow, probably describes someone of a speculative turn of mind who has 
gone astray, and is thus not relevant to the particular sphere of morality 
with which the Proverbs deal. 


The terms 7799n, 7713n and ny7 are found also as applied to God. In 
fact, they can be applied in their truest, deepest, and fullest sense only to 
God. The share which human beings get from this spiritual essence of 
wisdom, understanding and knowiedge — emanating from it and made 
possible by it —is merely an infinitely faint echo of the Divine mm9n, 
man and ny%. 


Now, we might define wisdom as knowledge about the nature and func- 
tion of objects and entities, including the nature and function of men; 
but human nature and functions derive from God, as through them He 
manifests His wisdom. Thus it is He who has infused into man, from His 
spirit, spiritual faculties; it is He who has bestowed on him mental 
abilities; it is He who has awakened in him the curiosity to pursue by 
mental processes the traces of His wisdom. These traces, as regards the 
nature and function of things, can be discerned through our observation 
of the world; and as regards the nature and function of men, through 
His spoken word. The Divine wisdom that speaks to us through the 
work of His Creation or through the words of His Law is ever one 
and the same: 
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God by wisdom founded the earth, 

by understanding has directed the heavens. 

By His knowledge, floods broke forth out of the depths, 
and the skies drop down the dew. (3, 19-20) 


Man’s spirit urges him to find out what is at the basis of the earth and its 
development. He tries to gain understanding into the Divine thought 
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that has regulated the inter-relationships of the cosmic system, its posi- 
tion and the course on which it is maintained. He feels elated by the 
thought of the higher. knowledge, which, mindful of specific needs, 
causes water to break forth from the depths, in springs, brooks or rivers, 
and causes dew-drops to fall from the clouds in order to create fertile 
regions. In trying to comprehend all this, man strives to penetrate by his 
mental efforts into God’s wisdom, God’s insight, and God’s knowing 
care. This wisdom of the Creation is considered by the Book of 
Proverbs as one and the same as the wisdom which, through His Law, 
regulates our life and our personal relationships and needs — so much 
so that the verses cited above are immediately followed by this admoni- 
tion: 
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My son, do not let them [the Divine wisdom, insight and knowing care/ 
depart from your sight; 
[through them]/ keep your energy and resolution, 
so that they shall be Life to your soul and grace to your neck. 
Then you will walk securely on your way 
and shall not bash your foot. 
When you lie down you shall not be afraid, 
and when you repose your sleep shall be sweet. 
Be not afraid of sudden terror 
or of devastation by the lawless, which might come; 
for in God rests your unreserved confidence, 
who will protect your foot from entrapment. (3, 21-26) 
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In other words, the Torah — whose directions guide your life, your 
relationships and your endeavors — derives from the same supernal 
wisdom, insight, and knowing care which guides by its laws the 
relationships of the heavens above you and the earth under your feet. It 
follows that by conducting yourself in keeping with the Torah, by letting 
yourself be guided solely by it, you fit into a harmonious accord with the 
world which surrounds you. Not having to depend on your own 
wisdom, you may then be confident that you are fulfilling your Divinely 
ordained vocation. Your God and the God of the universe is the One 
who directs both you and the world around you. Since it is His will by 
which you are acting, from it, too, will emanate the energy and the 
resolution that you need. Your soul will gain life, as well as God’s and 
man’s goodwill toward your entire thinking, volition and range of ac- 
tivity (J?NNI7a; see above). 


Wisdom is more ancient than the world. It was God’s at the time He 
shaped the universe and consecrated it, as eternal sovereign of His crea- 
tion, even before He brought it into its final state of being. He used His 
wisdom in all His arrangements and plans. According to that wisdom, 
He produced the laws which are at the basis of nature, by whose princi- 
ples nature unfailingly progresses to this day. In the days of the creation 
of the world, God’s thoughts were directed upon His wisdom, and His 
wisdom found its employment in His care. So too it finds joy and occu- 
pation in His government of the world—joy in mankind’s development 
of the earth, and occupation by awakening the spiritual life and mental 
endeavors of the sons of man. 


“T’ — thus speaks the Divine wisdom in the Book of Proverbs: 
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I belonged to God in the beginning of His volition, 
in the beginning of His causation of time; 
from eternity, from the beginning I was consecrated, 
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from the start, the very origin of the earth. 

When floods were still to be, I was brought forth; 

when yet there were no fountains, water-rich, 

before the mountains were settled, 

before the hills, I was brought forth. 

When yet He had not shaped the earth and its surface, 
prior to the dust-formations of the world, 

when He planned the heavens—there was I. 

As He circumscribed the surface of the floods, 

when He was bracing the cloudy heights 

and fortifying fountains of the deep; 

when He was decreeing His law to the sea, 

and waters were charged not to transgress His command; 
when He was decreeing the laws for earth’s foundation — 
then I was by Him, in His care. 

And [just] as he directed His thoughts upon me on each day [of the 
creation] 

I disport myself before Him at all times. 


48 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


izqy Vana nenwe 
OY ANY -YYYV) 
avy O22 TAY} 
TDW? ITT “W) 
OPM IOI ayy 
DAV A-ON} 

2 YAW OWN “WK 
oP of onhya oy tpw? 
PANS ntang rw? 
on NBD ND ”? 
1 TE pan 

{wi o”n oNvn) 
ENYA NWA“ 


I disport myself in the habitable world of His earth 
and have my occupation with the sons of man. 

And now, children, listen to me: 

Only those stride toward happiness who watch my ways. 
Hear instruction and become wise, 

and do not become unruly. 

The man who listens to me strides towards happiness, 
attentively standing at my gates day after day, 
watching the doorposts of my entrances. 

For whoever finds me finds life 

and has obtained favor from God. 

Whoever misses me, though, wrongs his own soul; 

all those who hate me, love death. (8, 22—36) 


Only one way leads to fulfillment: obedience to the teachings of this 
Divine wisdom. As for the human wisdom which results from these 
teachings, it consists of only one conclusion: 1y95n 9X}, do not be 
unruly! The call of 1y15n 9X reverberates from heaven to earth, and 
resounds back from earth to the heavens. The deeper and- more 
penetrating our quest for knowledge becomes, exploring the secrets of 
Creation, the more distinctly comes back to us the echo of 1y4DNn 9X. Do 
not be unruly; do not go against the rules! Do not take pride in un- 
restrained behavior, and do not let that be your aim. 
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When you observe nature, you will never find transgression of the 
natural laws. Look around you: only by unswerving obedience to a 
higher law has everything in nature become what it is and everything is 
what it has become. Whether you observe the multiplication of the 
tiniest cell or calculate the orbit of the mightiest galaxy, everything in the 
world testifies to this. Only by obeying the laws which govern them can 
every item and entity in nature find the energy needed for its existence 
and perpetuation. 


This elementary wisdom speaks to us through everything in the world, 
whether large or small, calling out to us: 1995N 9X. Of all things created, 
you alone have been ennobled by spirit and will, bestowed upon you so 
that you might gain the wisdom of God’s Law; and while everything else 
follows God’s law automatically and unconsciously, you can fulfill it by 
the free determination of your will. The understanding and the senses 
that we have been given were not intended to create just any rules or 
truths. The very words “understanding” and “senses” point to the fact 
that truth is a given factor, something which is external, outside 
ourselves; it must therefore be understood and sensed. 


It is for this purpose that God has endowed us with the shrines of 
wisdom. law and instruction. to whose gates we should betake 
ourselves day after day in order to receive instruction for our daily 
work. Only there can be found the wellspring of life. Only there can 
God’s goodwill be obtained. Whoever misses that direction wrongs 
himself, and at the moment when he believes he is grasping life, he ac- 
tually embraces death. 
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For does not wisdom call, 

and understanding raise its voice 
upon high places on the way, 
established at the crossroads! 
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Beside the gates, at the entry of a city, 

at the entrance of gates, it speaks out aloud: 

To you, O men, I call out, 

and my voice goes out to the sons of man. 

You, O inexperienced ones, understand shrewdness; 
and fools, understand your heart. 

Listen, for I say [words which call for] serious attention, 
and the utterances of my lips are honesty. 

For my palate speaks truth, 

and lawlessness is abomination to my lips. 

All the words of my mouth are righteousness; 
nothing in them is twisted and distorted. 

All are plain to the understanding, 

and right to those who strive for knowledge. 

Take my ethical teachings and not silver; 
knowledge is better than fine gold. 

For wisdom is better than pearls, 
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and all endeavors cannot meet its value. 
I, wisdom, am neighbor to shrewdness; 

I find knowledge which leads to reflection. 
Since fear of God means hating evil, 

I hate pride and haughtiness, 

evil things and a crooked mouth. 

Mine is advice and vigor, 

I am insight and courage. 

Through me kings exercise their kingship, 
and princes understand justice in law. 
Through me sovereigns reign, 

and judges are dedicated to the good. 

I love those who love me, 

and those who seek me shall find me. 
Riches and honor are with me, 

enduring wealth and benevolence. 

My fruit is better than gold and jewellery, 
and my produce than choice silver. 
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I walk in the wavs of law-abidance, 

in the midst of the paths of justice, 

to bequeath things of substance to those who love me, 
and to fill their treasuries. (8, 1—21) 


The knowledge which in our Proverbs is called “wisdom” is not the 
heritage of a privileged or “educated” class. Neither is it intended to of- 
fer a substitute to those whom fate has denied a share of material for- 
tunes, and so — once the fortune has been attained — to withdraw into a 
corner, having again become dispensable and superfluous. No more is it 
a science, an academic subject, far removed from the strivings and ac- 
tions of ordinary life on earth. Quite to the contrary: it relates directly to 
the entire fullness of life on earth, including every internal and external 
relationship of the individual and of society as a whole. This is what 
wisdom—by illumination, penetration, and formulation through its 
challenging spirit—wishes to direct. This is why wisdom goes out, right 
into the middle of the vitality and activity of life, right up to the eleva- 
tions which overlook the ways of mortals, and right onto the centers 
where paths of life meet and cross. This is why it looks for disciples at 
the gates of public life, at the entrance of a city’s community and at the 
doorstep of the home, in the domesticity of individuals and families. 


This is why it invites everybody to drink from its fountain before trying 
to solve problems and fulfill tasks in public and social life, or in the circle 
of his family, or even by himself. If anyone tries to fulfill his duties, 
whether in the role of husband, citizen, human being, or member of a 
family, without previously arming his mind with the lessons of wisdom, 
he will ultimately find his lot as a dismal failure, a °ND or a ¥DD. 


If he is a ND, untaught, unenlightened about the realities and truths of 
human conditions and the inalienable Divine laws of conduct for each 
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and every human relationship — he is in danger of succumbing to any 
momentary impression or influence and ultimately violating his most 
sacred duties by omission or transgression. Given any subconscious im- 
pulse, any dazzling enticement, any alluring example, or even some mis- 
taken and misleading pronouncement made by some self-important per- 
sonality — a °nD is bound to be influenced by any or all of those. In 
order that O°XND may protect themselves from such deceptive influences 
and resulting aberrations, wisdom offers them 71Y, “moral shrewd- 
ness” telling them plainly and undisguisedly (a17Y) how to act in any 
given circumstance. As a first step, however, a °ND is invited nary Pan, 
to become aware of the importance and necessity for such “moral 
shrewdness,” since lacking it our entire conduct remains exposed to 
chance and vulnerable to sin. 


A oD, on the other hand, will have had opportunities to gain 
knowledge. Having disdained them, however, and still disdaining them, 
because he overestimates man’s intelligence in general and his own in 
particular, in foolish conceit he allows himself to form opinions and hold 
on to them by sheer force (903 — 412), never heeding objections from a 
higher source—not even from the Highest one. So, wisdom bids such ar- 
rogant fools, who consider themselves so wise: 2 12°37, first of all, try 
to gain some insight into your own capacity for understanding, before 
you grant unlimited confidence to your own intelligence and to human 
intelligence in general; before you form an authoritative opinion about 
things and matters; before you spurn any superior advice. Get to know 
your “heart,” the narrow range of its understanding, and the impact that 
sensual desires have upon it. Only then can you ultimately become open, 
accessible to the Divine wisdom. 


And now, 1ymw listen! Once the O>XND (naive) and 0°9°0> (fools) have 
reached the stage where they can discern the need for advice, let them 
listen to wisdom’s instructions. All its words are called 077723. A nagid 
is a prince after he has assumed his lordly position. Having taken up his 
post as leader of the people, he stands up neged, facing them; and upon 
him all eyes are focused to find their direction. Comparably, each word 
of the Torah is called a 1933, and its teachings are a°7°23, both com- 


54 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


manding attention and meriting it. They are right here, on 
earth — neither far away nor supernatural. All they want is to reveal to 
us, to our spirit and our mind, our words and our deeds, how to fulfill 
our task. Their status is 0°723, princely. Their directives are D™W°D, 
straight, right for our vocation and for the requirements of every being, 
including ourselves. Their contents are NOX. This is NAX as opposed to 
yw, lawlessness, meaning therefore moral integrity. Their stamp is PT, 
engraved upon all their utterances; tzedek, the highest ideal of justice. 
Their character is simplicity and integrity, wpy) 71ND] O72 PR; crooked 
lies and violent assertions are alien to them. 


If anyone is not satisfied with a superficial knowledge of this wisdom 
and makes an effort to penetrate into its reasons and consequences, 
he will be rewarded by the revelation of its convincing evidence and its 
realism about all things and concerns. Moreover, the instruction of our 
wisdom does not mean to remain a barren, academic subject; it wishes 
to become 101%, to contain all of our desires, actions, and emotions 
within its framework of divinely directed truth and virtue, integrity and 
sanctity; and thus it will lead our lives toward closeness to God. This is 
what gives our wisdom its unique value and makes it preferable to ac- 
quire it above every other attainment. 


Now wisdom calls itself “‘a neighbor of cleverness.” It would not like to 
be mistaken for this bright neighbor, that is a master in looking for its 
own advantage and is, consequently, admired by the masses as the 
greatest of mental qualities. Cleverness is not wisdom; it is merely its 
neighbor. Yet wisdom makes use of this brilliance for itself and its own 
aims by employing cleverness to serve the true advantage of mankind — 
moral purity and virtue. In this way, wisdom redeems cleverness from 
the meanness of base calculations for the sake of expediency, by sub- 
limating it and raising it to the pure heights of moral sagacity. In this 
way, too, ni°1 ny7, the “knowing which leads to reflection”, must be 
mobilized into the service of any person who intends to walk the path of 
righteousness and does not intend to leave any of his steps to chance. 
Such “cleverness,” 777Y, and “knowing considerations”, ni°1) NY, are 
necessary for the attainment of even base goals. But neither can the ef- 
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fective arm of wisdom do without them. It therefore elevates and enno- 
bles them to become tools for its highest moral purposes. 


For when wisdom is practiced, not only the end is a moral one, but the 
means which lead to this end must also be morally clean. True wisdom 
rejects at the very start anything or anyone that is immoral. It is the 
only science which demands from its disciples as its prerequisite a fear 
of God and purity of morals. Other sciences may be satisfied with ade- 
quate capabilities and a desire for knowledge, dispensing with proof of 
moral probity, even celebrating as spiritual heroes men whose character 
and behavior, once revealed, can only cause blushing. Indeed, where 
mental genius is concerned, they would like to issue a veritable dispensa- 
tion from observing morality. Not so our wisdom, which derives from 
God’s teaching. This can be attained only by men of purity, pure spirit 
and a pure heart. Entrance into its hall of knowledge is dependent on 
fear of God. And since fear of God entails hatred of evil, it follows that 
wisdom hates haughtiness and pride, hates the path of immorality and 
mouths dedicated to crookedness. Hence, only the humble and truthful 
are allowed to discover its treasures in truth. Thus, too, even 777 and 
79°17) become morally ennobled in the service of 7M5N. 


The same can be said for all other properties of the mind. Such proper- 
ties and their implementation can succeed in a beneficial way only 
through wisdom. Wisdom says: “Mine is advice and vigor, I am insight, 
courage is mine.’”’ She does not abandon her friends at the crossroads, 
helpless for lack of advice, but shows them the direction that leads to 
light and life. The discernment which wisdom teaches gives us con- 
fidence, which in turn generates the courage and energy needed to put 
her teachings of truth and righteousness into practice. Deeper probing 
into the reasons and effects of wisdom’s teachings brings wisdom to a 
higher and more mature level of our consciousness, invigorating us to 
withstand the enemy within and opposition without. 


Yet not only the task of the individual can be accomplished through 
wisdom. Society too depends on wisdom in those who are highly-placed. 
Only through wisdom do kings become true sovereigns, and leaders can 
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manifest leadership. Only in wisdom do princes gain authority, and 
judges can remain objective and dedicated to truth and justice. Whoever 
loves wisdom, wisdom loves in return, and it stays with him as his cons- 
tant adviser. Whatever the nature of such goods as men strive for, 
whatever the benefit they may try to obtain, it can be attained only at 
the hand of wisdom. Only riches that are wisely acquired and wisely 
spent make a man wealthy. Only fame that has been wisely won and is 
wisely borne makes for honor. Only through wisdom does wealth en- 
dure and become a benefit to its owner and his surroundings. For true 
benefit does not accrue from gold; it is the fruit of wisdom. Wisdom 
goes in the ways of duty and justice, leading its friends to the one and 
only valuable heritage, and filling their stores with treasures in truth. 
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The beginning of wisdom: acquire wisdom, 
and with all you have acquired, buy understanding. (4, 7) 


Say to wisdom: you are my sister, 
and call understanding: friend. (7, 4) 
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Truth acquire and never sell it; 
wisdom, too, discipline and understanding. (23, 23) 
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Upon our coming into being, God bestowed on each one of us a 
valuable gift: the potential for acquiring wisdom. Furthermore, that part 
of His wisdom which is destined for our understanding — the truth 
about the creation and function of the world, about the existence and 
function of humanity, and about the existence and function of His 
people — has been set down by Him in the Torah, the Book of His in- 
struction and His law. Moreover, He has entrusted the interpretation of 
this wisdom, for our comprehension and commitment, to the oral in- 
terpretation of our Sages. Our potential, however, can remain unused, 
the Book of Divine Wisdom sealed, and the wisdom entrusted to our 
Sages lost, unless we heed the admonition that challenges our spirit at 
the time of its first awakening to independent consciousness: buy 
wisdom, buy insight. Forget none of it, and keep away from anything 
which deviates from the straight line of truth that it teaches. 


The beginning of wisdom: acquire wisdom. Its continuance: with your 
acquisition, buy insight. Wisdom needs to be acquired. It is something 
given, to be absorbed by us, not something to be invented by ourselves. 
The same is true for insight gained in the process of probing the deep 
meaning of wisdom, by not being content to remain at its surface, and 
by deriving from it the consequences in our actions. This insight too is 
not something to be improvised by us; this too is a given factor, and can 
be acquired only through the instruction of the Divine Scriptures and 
tradition of our Sages. 


‘We are to call wisdom our “sister”. She is the daughter of our Father. 
He has created her for us; and just as we are indebted to Him for our 
physical existence, so too are we indebted to Him for the existence of 
wisdom, which He put at our side for sisterly helpfulness. Hand in hand 
with this sister —like Moses’ sister, who guided him to the right 
mother’s milk (Exodus 2, 7-10) — we can stride towards Divine truth 
and be preserved from errors which might estrange us from God. 


And insight we call “friend.” Just as a true friend gives advice, help and 
comfort in every situation in life, being a faithful and likeminded partner 
in our fulfillment of the Divine task, so too constant occupation with the 
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Torah should provide us with advice, help and comfort in every situa- 
tion, assisting us, till the end, in faithfully carrying out our vocation. 


The truth we learn through God’s wisdom is called a highly prized pos- 
session. In fact, it is more precious than anything. It therefore deserves 
our greatest efforts to acquire and possess it at any price, and not to dis- 
pose of it under any circumstances, no matter what sacrifices we have to 
make, whatever other knowledge, sciences and erudition we may have 
to forego, and whatever status in life we may have to renounce in order 
to remain faithful to our “‘sister” and our “friend.” Nothing should be 
able to make us deviate from the source of insight into Divine wisdom, 
for nothing can offer a replacement for our closeness to it. If we lose this 
truth, we lose wisdom, discipline, and understanding. 


Yet this trade or exchange has been made in our times. Intimate ac- 
quaintance with our sources was crossed off the curriculum and deleted 
from the plans of education — in order to leave time for many other 
things. How regrettable is this replacement! Have these “many other 
things” provided a substitute for wisdom, discipline, and understanding? 
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My son, if you would accept my words 
and harbor my commands with you, 

to have your ear attuned to wisdom, 
incline your heart to understanding. 
For if you will call out to insight, 

and to understanding lift your voice; 
if you explore for it as for silver, 

and search for it as for treasures — 
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then you shall understand what is fear of God, 

and will find knowledge of God. 

For God shall give wisdom, 

out of His mouth comes knowledge and understanding; 
and He has energy in store for the upright, 

is a shield to them who walk in integrity, 

to guard the paths of justice 

and protect the ways of those lovingly dedicated to Him. 
Then you will gain understanding of justice and order, 
how straight is every good way. 

Once wisdom has entered your heart 

and knowledge is sweet to your soul, 

reflection shall watch over you, 

understanding shall guard you, 

to deliver you from the way of evil, 

from any man who speaks perversely. (2, 1-12) 


Were every Jewish father to speak thus to his son, how different would 
our growing generation look! The fact that wisdom and understanding 


60 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


are at least as valuable as silver and treasures, and should be sought 
after at least as seriously and assiduously as today’s society looks for 
money and wealth — this is what, through his own example, he should 
bring home to his son’s mind and acknowledgment. 


Would that our youth be again inspired by the desire and longing for the 
wisdom of the Torah and for understanding of its tenets. This is what 
our proverbs mean by “calling out” for insight and wisdom. Then we 
would witness the fulfillment of Amos’ prophecy (8, | 1) that “days will 
come when God will send a hunger on earth, not a hunger for bread, nor 
a thirst for water. but for the word of God.” Then our youth would 
corne to understand what “fear of God” means and would find the 
knowledge of God. because this thirst for wisdom and understanding 
(thus state our Proverbs) can be quenched more easily than the desire 
for silver and treasures. Just as surely as God helps the righteous by 
quietly increasing their energy, and protects those who are devoted to 
their duty, just as surely He assists those who seek wisdom and insight 
by granting them the faculties to penetrate into the profundity of justice 
and the order of life, and to recognize that only the way of virtue leads 
to the true aim and true happiness in life. 


Once this wisdom has entered the hearts of our youths, once under- 
standing will have become the sweetest pleasure to their souls, then this 
very wisdom and understanding will become their guardians and 
preserve them from false steps in civil life, and from the temptations of 
passion and sensuality. 
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A scoffer does not like to be reproved; 
he will not go to the wise. (15, 12) 
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A discerning heart looks for knowledge, 
but the mouth of fools feeds on non-wisdom. (15, 14) 
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A conceited fool has no desire for understanding, 
but only wants to express his own view. (18, 2) 
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What good are the means in the hand of a conceited fool 
to purchase wisdom, when his heart is not in it! (17, 16) 


Two characters, according to Mishleé, will hardly succeed in gaining 
wisdom: 0°89 and 0°40. For the /étz everything which transcends the 
concrete and the sensual is fantasy: whatever is ethical, holy, relating to 
God, is the target of his ridicule. A doctrine which demands sacrificing 
palpable. sensual advantages and pleasures for ethical ideals. seems to 
him an absurd pretension or conceit, and followers of such a doctrine, 
who find serenity and happiness in its fulfillment, appear to him as 
laughable fools. So how should such a /étz approach the source of this 
instruction, which to him looks like folly? 


Yet all this is only on the surface of the man. No matter how able a 
demagogue he may be in the circle of an attentive audience by indulging 
in contemptuous irony, deadening every feeling of reverence in the 
hearts of his companions (mainly the younger ones), his own confidence 
is not quite so firmly established. He is afraid that some day he may be 
taught better, and therefore he fears, indeed hates, to be reproved. 
Therefore he never goes to the wise, for he cannot bear opposition to his 
opinions, which he holds so dear and exhibits so proudly. 


Another, perhaps even larger, group of people who are usually lost to 
wisdom are the 0°9°0D. A k’sil may possess a good mind. He may even 
have had some education. However, he is so pleased with his own men- 
tal faculties and his smattering of learning that he is convinced of the ab- 
solute infallibility of his own views. Such people have not the slightest 
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doubt that by themselves they are able to form a judgment, and have no 
need for further instruction from anyone, let alone from a higher 
authority. While a person of insight is aware of the limits of his 
knowledge and of human intelligence in general, a prideful k’sil is fully 
satisfied with his own unwisdom; he never even tries to learn the facts. 
The only thing he is interested in is to “sell” his own opinion, which to 
him is the highest, most irrefutable one. Then of what value are the 
means to buy wisdom to such a one, if the vessel to contain it is lacking? 
His heart is so completely filled with his own vain pride that there is no 
room left for anything else. 


If you have become wise, you are wise for yourself; 
and if a scoffer, you alone shall bear it. (9, 12) 


There are people who look down in supreme contempt on all the values 
of truth and holiness which wisdom teaches and represents; they deride 
and mock its adherents. If just once they should stoop to give the 
slightest recognition to these values, to pay the smallest attention to their 
characteristics, then they immediately feel that they have made a great 
concession and that their “tolerance” entitles them to the gratitude of 
the adherents of truth and holiness. 


This very common opinion is refuted by our Proverbs, which tell us: 
Whoever has become wise, has become so for himself; but if you have 
remained a scoffer, you alone must bear it. The truth, the sanctity of 
wisdom towers far above the opinions and illusions of men. Its value 
neither rises nor falls whether recognition is accorded it or withheld. Its 
truth remains true even if an entire generation should deny it, and its 
sanctity remains holy regardless of the number of our contemporaries 
who disregard it. Inherent truth and sanctity are assured of ultimate vic- 
tory, for God, the First Source from whom they emanate, has assured 
their future: He shall make a generation come forth in which truth and 
virtue will be revered! 
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In other words, wisdom and the values inculcated by it are absolute, not 
conditional on any attention which is paid or denied them. Whoever 
goes to the source of this wisdom, to draw from it in purity and humility, 
and to faithfully follow its tenets, fulfills himself. He perfects his own 
spiritual and ethical being; he reaches temporal happiness and eternal 
salvation. 


What, though, is the fate of one who rejects this wisdom, who derides it 
and holds it in contempt? For one thing, he will have to do without its 
blessing; and ultimately he will suffer a bitter curse, as his own spiritual 
essence of being wastes away. For another, he will witness the depravity 
and spiritual impoverishment of his surroundings; for by ridiculing 
every value, he has deprecated and degraded their entire existence and 
all the efforts of those around him. He has cut away the ground from 
under their feet in his evaluation, depriving them of any spiritual basis. 
No material successes, however brilliant they may seem, can make good 
this loss. 
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When the scoffer is punished, the thoughtless one becomes ‘wise, 
and when turning to a sage for instruction, he shall gain knowledge. (21, 
11) 


A scoffer is seldom reformed, even if calamity should befall him. 
However, a bystander, even if he is not generally a philosophical person, 
may be shocked into thinking, particularly if the misfortune was caused 
by the scoffer’s own frivolousness. Under different circumstances, he 
might have been dangerously influenced by the scoffer’s mockery, but 
now he may well come to different, more positive conclusions. If, at this 
point, he is fortunate enough to be near a wise man and pays attention 
to his advice and way of life, he will eventually gain insight into truth 
and goodness. In general, the examples we see and the things we hear 
have a decisive influence on. ourselves; subconsciously they enter our 
thinking and modify our deeds: 
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He who goes with the wise becomes wiser, 
but by association with fools one becomes worse. (13, 20) 
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The way of a fool is straight in his own eyes, 
but he who listens to counsel is wise. (12, 15) 
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Listen to advice and accept instruction, 
that you may be wise in the end. (19, 20) 
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An understanding heart acquires knowledge, 
and the ear of the wise seeks knowledge. (18, 15) 
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Do not admonish a scoffer, lest he hate you; 

admonish a wise man, and he will love you. 

Offer to a wise man, and he will become even wiser; 

teach a righteous man, and he will increase in learning. (9, 8-9) 
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Do you see a man who is wise in his own eyes? 
For a fool there is more hope than for him! (26, 12) 


Only the fool considers his own way infallible. Someone who has 
already acquired wisdom appreciates how much is needed to grasp the 
truth correctly and to distinguish between right and wrong. Moreover, 
such a person is aware that there are people who have greater wisdom 
and deeper understanding. He is glad to receive advice and likes to listen 
to the views of other people who stand on the same basis of Godly 
reverence. For: 
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The prerequisite for wisdom is fear of God, 
and [only] the understanding of the sanctified is insight. (9, 10) 


Our Divine vocation is to become wise, to strive for wisdom. Our true 
Sages called themselves o»m2n *Tm¥N (“students of the wise”) and 
remained lifelong students in the school of wisdom. Obviously, it 
takes individual mental effort to penetrate and understand what wisdom 
teaches. Still, a true sage will never cease to listen attentively to the 
knowledge of others in order to enrich his own. 


And so, should you ever come across a person who, having sipped from 
the wells of wisdom, already believes himself a wise man — in fact, has 
already endorsed his own 05n-certificate — you may conclude from this 
very arrogance that the man has either not drawn from the right well or 
has not done it in the right way. What he has gained is not instruction 
but intoxication through arrogance. Because of his conceit, wisdom is 
lost to him, even more hopelessly so than if he had remained far from its 
portals entirely. While a foolish person may yet, in a propitious hour, be 
struck by a word of wisdom and by a desire to learn, for him who has 
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tasted from its spring and found only arrogance there is no longer a cure 
on earth. 
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A rich man is wise in his own eyes, 
but a poor, perceptive man shall see through him. (28, 11) 


This adage draws attention to a typical misconception: Because he pos- 
sesses goods which so many others covet and vainly strive to obtain, a 
wealthy man may easily come to think that these possessions are the 
proof of his own superior 199n. Yet many a poor man may far surpass 
him in spiritual and mental goods, which are by no means dependent on 
material ones. 


“Not always do wise men have bread, nor the understanding riches,” 
states Koheleth (Ecclesiastes 9, 11) with the wisdom of experience. On 
the other hand, according to our Proverbs, a true sage can easily do 
without a great many material possessions. His wisdom amply compen- 
sates for wealth and the honor resulting from it. In fact, according to our 
Proverbs, matetiat’ goods become truly valuable only when they accom- 
pany wisdom; if wisdom is lacking, their worth diminishes. Hence a wise 
man can forego material wealth, but riches cannot dispense with 
wisdom. This is expressed in the following sentences: 
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The crown of the wise is their wealth, 
but the folly of fools remains unwisdom. (14, 24) 


What is the wise man’s wealth? It is the crown which only wisdom can 
give him: his spiritual and moral nobility. His life is filled with spiritual 
and ethical riches, and all other material belongings are dispensable to 
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him; if necessary he can do without them. In summarizing the life of a 
fool, however, we can simply say that his lack of insight will in the end 
put every other pleasure and possession in the debit balance. 
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In the dwellings of a wise man, treasure and oil are worthy of effort, 
but a fool amongst men makes them vanish. (21, 20) 


Wealth and the benefits of comfort (symbolized by oil — shemen) have 
lasting value only when they are at the service of a wise person. In the 
hands of one who lacks wisdom, they disappear (the verb bala has the 
same meaning as in UT/pn NX yva2, Num. 4, 20); his foolishness causes 
them to vanish for all intents and purposes, as he puts them to such poor 
use that they might as well not be there. Or, if the Hebrew is taken 
literally: he is unable to conserve them. To become rich, one does not 
always need wisdom; he may have had a stroke of luck. But to remain 
rich, to preserve the wealth, calls for wisdom and insight. 
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Through wisdom a house is built, 

and established by understanding; 

and through knowledge its chambers are filled 
with all precious and beneficial riches. (24, 3—4) 
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A woman’s wisdom has built her house, 
but foolishness will tear it down by its own hands. (14, 1) 
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(From 7n?2 7nI3, which is singular, we assume that ni5N is substantive 
in stat. const., from nvaon in 9,1, the concept of a varied wisdom). 
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Wisdom, however, is not only treasure. Wisdom spells power and 
proves itself as such in private, communal and public life. 
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A wise man Stands in victorious might, 

and a man of knowledge turns strength into power. 

Even in private struggles, plan strategically; 

and help comes through much advising. 

But to the unwise, wisdom remains unscalable as the heights of Re’em; 
at the community council he cannot open his mouth. (24, 5—7) 
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A city of mighty men may be scaled by a wise man, 
and an impressive, confident stronghold brought to submission. (21, 22) 


In short, wisdom proves itself to be an indispensable ally for the attain- 
ment of goals in every sphere of life: 
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The wise shall inherit honor, 
but fools bring dishonor to the top. (3, 35) 
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Whatever position a wise man may occupy, he brings honor even to the 
highest. The more opportunities he has to use his wisdom for the benefit 
of others, the more honor he will reap from them. A fool, however, can 
meet with no worse fate than to be called to public office. His ineptness, 
which in private life might have remained hidden, known only to his im- 
mediate surroundings, becomes exposed to all if he rises to an elevated 
position; and thus he can only bring dishonor on himself. 
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The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life; 
but he who is wise wins souls. (11, 30) 


For the righteous person, everything he does is a ree of life. Out of his 
every deed grows something beneficial, life-giving to his surroundings. 
On the other hand, the wise man is directly effective. His words 
penetrate into the souls of his listeners, grip them and put them under 
their spell, making them wiser and more noble. His word is not only a 
tree of life; it is a wellspring of life. 
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The teaching of the wise is a source of life, 
to remain far from the snares of death. (13, 14) 


The ranks of the wise are made up not only of the wise themselves; they 
include also the friends of wisdom, those who seek instruction and like 
to listen to teaching, even if it should be an admonition: 
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The ear that hearkens to the admonition of life 
may abide among the wise. (15, 31) 
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True wisdom is essentially communicative. It is not an abstract con- 
templation, detached from the world. Wisdom is a beacon that seeks to 
show the way, to influence its object: life itself. A saying of our Sages 
expresses it thus: “More than a suckling wants to suck, its mother wants 
to feed it.” 
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Intellect is a source of life to those who use it, 
but folly is the chastisement of fools. (16, 22) 


A keen mind is salutary only if its owner has it in his commana. If he 
cherishes and develops it and makes proper use of it, then it will become 
a source of life to him. The dire reward of the foolish, however, will 
come to them by their own lack of insight. They will eventually be 
brought to better understanding — or at least be moved to look for such 
understanding — only by the inevitable penalization brought upon them 
by their own foolishness. 
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Evil perpetrated by folly is sin, 
but in @ sinner it becomes abomination to every man. (24, 9) 


(The word nayin is in the possessive —literally “the abomination of — 
but it is not connected to any noun; it is thus a general attribute: an 
abomination to both God and mankind.) 


Committing a sin even from lack of knowledge incurs guilt. Even nwiy 
722, someone who has sinned unwittingly, must bring a nRon — 
sacrifice, because not-knowing in itself is an omission, a fault. No one 
should — and in Judaism no one needs to — remain uninstructed about 
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anything regarding the fulfillment of his purpose in life. But if someone 
has stayed remote from knowledge about his task because he is counted 
among the /étzim, those who show total contempt for anything 
sacred — then even the sins he commits because he lacks the knowledge 
cannot be atoned for. In that case they become more than sin; they 
become an abomination before God and man. In other words, technical- 
ly he may have lacked the knowledge and sinned, but it is not the lack of 
knowledge primarily which caused his sinning. He would have trespas- 
sed even in the full and conscious awareness of his wrongdoing. In the 
terms of our Code of Law: he would not have been 1ny°7°7 2; better 
knowledge would not have deterred him from the wrong deed. 
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Deep waters are words spoken by a man’s mouth; 
a brook welling from the depth, the source of wisdom. (18, 4) 
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The wisdom of the shrewd man is [to make] his ways understandable, 
but the unwisdom of fools wants deception. (14, 8) 


The speech of the average person does not arise from his innermost 
core. His talk frequently has no sound basis; often he himself is barely 
aware of the origin, meaning and purpose of his words. At times he may 
even express himself obscurely on purpose, wanting to make himself 
seem important by keeping to himself the reasons for his words. People 
who, in their conceit, have remained aloof from the lessons of wisdom, 
find satisfaction in diplomatically deceiving others about the reasons 
and purposes of their doings so as not to be seen through. Such words 
are compared to deep waters which cannot be fathomed. The wise 
man’s wisdom however, arises from his innermost depth, and yet his 
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words are open and crystal-clear. He may not speak often or with 
volubility, but once he does speak, his words well up from the depth of 
his being; in each of his words his soul is reflected. 


And just as his words are clear, so are his deeds. His actions are open to 
the eyes of the world; those around him understand his manner of action 
and his motives; they are able to form a true judgment about him and 
his ways. It would be easy for him to mislead the people about him; but 
such deception is repulsive to him. His mind serves wisdom, and wisdom 
calls for 1997 7737 — the whole world should understand his way of life. 
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The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge, 
but the foolish despise wisdom and discipline. (1, 7) 
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The prerequisite of wisdom is fear of the Lord, 
and [only] hallowed knowledge becomes insight. (9, 10) 
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The fear of the Lord is the disciplining of wisdom, 
and humility must precede honor. (15, 33) 


To know about God and, as a result of this knowledge, to subordinate 
ourselves to Him — this is what is meant by “fear of God’’; and this is 
the beginning of all knowledge. 


Assuming that the sum of all fields of study is knowledge about the es- 
sence of things, the cause of their origin and existence, and the laws 
which determine their phenomena, then the search for such knowledge 
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begins with the assumption that all things are characterized by a perma- 
nent property; that all phenomena, in their very variety and 
changeability, are founded upon immutable laws; and that all forces are 
put into motion, all matter is formed, and everything is limited and 
regulated by lasting rules. Without this assumption, all striving for 
knowledge would be illusory. It would be a frenzied search for the non- 
existent. 


If, however, our search for knowledge assumes that every phenomenon 
has a reason, a regulation, a purpose and a law that we are able to dis- 
cern, then the premise which comes before all others must of necessity 
be the existence of a Divine Thinker Who has thought out these reasons, 
and Whose thoughts we try to follow. The greatest reward of honor 
which any thinking person can derive is to follow the lines of thought of 
this supremely wise Thinker, this omnipotent First Cause Who evoked 
all forces, created all matter, set all limits, planned all purposes, and 
made all laws. 


Shall we say the world reflects thoughts which no one reasoned, pur- 
poses which no one planned, laws which no one established ? These are 
contradictions which cancel each other out to nullity! On the other 
hand, a world filled with thought, striving towards an aim, progressing 
according to laws—this calls with compelling necessity for the 
precognition of an omniscient, omnipotent Creator and Law-maker, 
Whose all-wise and all-powerful will is being executed in everything and 
by everything. This precognition is so obvious. and its opposite is such 
an obscuration of the truth-seeking human mind, that the illogical denial 
of it can be attributed to only one cause: this basic premise compelling- 
ly and conclusively calls for the recognition of the fact that man too is 
nothing but the creation of this all-knowing and all-powerful Creator. It 
confronts us with the fact that man too, his existence and his being, are 
subordinate and subject to the highest will of this Law-maker, and man 
too has to subject his actions and desires to His supreme will. 


ny presents us with an irrefutable claim: ’7 NN1, the fear of God; and 
this may well bring some inconveniences in its wake! Only thus could it 
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come about that science thinks it can circumvent such self-evident but 
inconvenient truth. The explorations of science are forever opening new 
frontiers in the knowledge of nature, revealing the thoughts behind its 
manifestations, their purposes and the laws which govern them. And 
still science tries to deny the deduction which logically imposes itself 
upon us: the presence of an all-wise, all-powerful, law-making Creator 
and Master. It deceives itself by inventing intelligence-insulting 
rationalizations that are not rational, such as purposes without a reason, 
involuntary volition, knowledge of the unconscious, etc. (incidentally, 
surely those things in nature which are faultlessly executed, our own un- 
awareness notwithstanding, are in themselves proof of a higher 
Knowledge.) Science invents such non-thoughts because it is frightened 
of one thing: knowledge and acknowledgement of God; ny7 invents 
these thoughts because it is afraid of "7 NN. 


As far as our Proverbs are concerned, such non-reasoning too is called 
nix, literally “obscuration,” the obscuring of intelligence. The begin- 
ning of all knowledge, prerequisite for all wisdom, is the fear of God. It 
follows that not only those those who despise 779M are 0°27), but also 
those who disregard 1912, For "1 NX the knowledge and acknowledg- 
ment of God, must exist within the framework of 7937; hence 193%) and 
920 are conditional, dependent on one another. Upon the rejection of 
1937, 77995 too loses its ground. Such science which intends to be con- 
structive, which searches for truth and respects it, must depend not only 
on intelligence, but in the first place upon moral integrity. Only nyt 
Dwi T/ leads to 722. 


And finally, 7139 13> 73)”. Who will win first place in the search for 
humanly attainable wisdom? Some never reach humble worship of God, 
no matter how deeply they penetrate into the secrets of nature. Instead 
of humbly aspiring to God, Whose greatness and wisdom radiate from 
the wonders of His Creation, their little bit of human knowledge — so 
fraught with doubt and leaving so many riddles unsolved — is filled with 
adulation of the human mind and with such haughtiness as to cloud 
their intelligence. These will never carry off the prize for wisdom, 
because wisdom cannot be obtained unless humility precedes it. 
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The foolishness of a man distorts his way, 
and his heart fumes against the Lord. (19, 3) 


God has implanted His voice within man — as our conscience. Our con- 
science reminds us without fail to avoid evil and to practice virtue. What 
this evil is and what is virtue, He has revealed to us through the Tradi- 
tion [the great body of Written and Oral Torah]. Furthermore, He has 
endowed us with the faculty to recognize the nature of things and the 
circumstances that condition them, thus allowing us to look out and see 
how we may avoid evil and practice goodness. True, in this way we 
may find temptations and hindrances, but these should not deflect us 
from the direction He has shown us. On the contrary, their purpose is to 
strengthen us by spurring us to resist temptation and overcome the dif- 
ficulties, thereby increasing our mental and spiritual forces in the service 
of goodness. The way that leads to avoidance of evil and practice of vir- 
tue, and which alone leads to the true sanctification of mankind, is called 
the straight way, because it leads to the right aim without deviations and 
detours. And so we are admonished: 
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Let your eyes look right ahead, 

and your eyelids focus straight towards your aim. 
Estimate the path of your feet, 

and let all your ways be accurately directed. 
Diverge neither right nor left; 

restrain your foot from evil. (4, 25-27) 
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In all your ways direct your thoughts to Him, 
And this will make your path straight. (3, 6) 


But if man does not attain recognition of the true aim through the voice 
of conscience, or if he does not apply himself to recognize it, then his 
spirit remains in the dark. This too is called nix in our Proverbs, a 
clouding of the spirit, which we render by “want of judgment” or “fol- 
ly.” Such a lack of judgment leads a person astray. His path becomes 
twisting and winding, and a winding path holds a twofold danger: it does 
not lead to the place where one should go, and it does lead to a place 
where one should not go. Yet if, at the end of such a path, the expected 
benefit is not forthcoming, and instead some unwelcome bane is 
awaiting him, then the same folly which has led the man on this path 
may well make him accuse God of granting man so little happiness and 
so much sorrow and misery. as he is oblivious of this simple truth: 
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Complete devotion to Him guides the righteous, 
And the falseness of the faithless shall despoil them. (11, 3) 
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A way may seem Straight to a man, 
yet its end is the way of death. (14, 12) 
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The righteousness of a dutiful man makes his way straight, 
while it is the lawless man’s lawlessness which causes his fall. (11, 5) 
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Rather than fretting and being vexed at God if things do not go our way, 
we should be 12°Wy73 O°WDWHM, examine our own way of life and ac- 
tions. We should ask ourselves whether we still are on the right way, and 
we should ask this question before God — according to the criterion of 
His given Law; for: 
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Each way of a man is right in his own eyes, 
but God analyzes the heart. (21, 2) 


Whatever way a man may take, he thinks it is the right one. He believes 
it leads to his aim; otherwise he would not follow it. Yet is this goal real- 
ly the right one? Perhaps the goal itself is outside the direction 
prescribed by God? Perhaps this way which looks so straight to him is 
in fact a twisting and winding one, leading him astray from the only 
right direction? All this has to be examined before God and judged ac- 
cording to His Word, for it is God who decides between heart and 
heart — between the heart whose will is contained in God’s will and the 
heart which subordinates God’s will to his own willful one. 


And if, after having undergone self-examination, a man absolves 
himself, he should not trust his own insight without further effort. He 
should look for advice and instruction at the hand of more under- 
standing people. For: 
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The way of an unwise man is straight in his own eyes, 
but he who listens to advice is wise. (12, 15) 
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So all those who perceive the need for instruction are advised: 
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Forsake the ignorant, so that you may live, 
and stride towards happiness on the way of insight! (9, 6) 


Forsake the company of the ignorant who, as you have done, walk in 
oblivion of the right way. Life is contained not in ignorance but in 
knowledge, in true, clear recognition. Then you will gain courage to go 
forth in serious determination on the way to understanding, which alone 
leads to sanctification. 


Neither should you let yourself be led astray by the haughty self- 
confidence of the lawless: 
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Insolently as a lawless man may express himself to his face, 
the upright man remains careful of his way. (21, 29) 


Or, according to the k’thiv, the written text, the upright man gives his 
ways the right direction. 
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Go away from the presence of a conceited fool, 
and do not know him, say the lips of knowledge. (14, 7) 
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Let a bereaved bear meet a man 
rather than a conceited fool in his folly. (17, 12) 
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There is nothing more annoying than meeting a man who lacks proper 
perception, but still considers his own opinions as irrefutably correct, 
and thus is not open to any instruction. On the contrary, he imposes his 
own opinions and views on everyone else. A sensible person remains far 
from such a character, and the rejection or denial of his acquaintance is 
the best proof that he knows him well! 


Woe if such a conceited fool becomes passionately excited! Then it is 
easier to find a defense against a furious animal than against such a 
frenziedly raging fool. A gleaming blade of steel may penetrate the thick 
fur of a bear, but the heart of a conceited fool is armored against the 
brightest truth and most sensible argument. 
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If a wise man is drawn into an argument with a fool, 
he may be angry or laugh, but he gets no satisfaction. (29, 9) 


It is impossible to quarrel with an unreasonable person! One may 
become angry or be amused by the senselessness of his retorts, but he 
never reaches a satisfying conclusion. 
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You may pound a fool with a pestle 
among groats in the mortar — 
his foolishness will not depart from him. (27, 22) 
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Like a dog who returns to his own vomit 
is a fool who repeats his folly. (26, 11) 


80 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


SoD NYP InIn-9D 
THI? TNX? O02N) 


A fool speaks everything he has in his mind, 
but a wise man improves upon it by discretion. (29, 11) 
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In the heart of an understanding man, wisdom rests; 
but within conceited fools it is pressed to become known. (14, 33) 


A wise man knows how vulnerable the human mind is to error. He 
therefore keeps the result of his thinking to himself for a long time. He 
examines it again and again in order to improve upon it if possible 
(13naw?, from the root naw, has the same sense as in Talmudic usage) 
before he expresses it. The conceited person, however, thinks that his 
thoughts cannot be improved upon, and he has no rest until he has told 


all. 
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An inexperienced man believes every word, 

but a clever man observes his own step. 

A wise man is apprehensive and departs from evil, 

but a fool oversteps himself and remains confident. 

The quick-of-decision will act foolishly, 

but a man of endless deliberations will be hated. 

An untrained inheritance remains foolishness, 

but the clever bring knowledge to the peak. (14, 15—18) 
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Whoever has not reached the stage of thinking for himself is dependent 
on the examples and words of those about him. A clear mind, however, 
capable of evaluating his duties amid the circumstances of reality, 
makes a person independent and enables him to judge by his own under- 
standing every step he takes. 


On the other hand, if a person possesses true wisdom, he will not trust 
even his own independent judgment too quickly. He will not have un- 
limited confidence in his own recognition of the right, and will always be 
afraid of erring in his own choice. A conceited fool, though, will over- 
step his limits, for he is either unaware of them or inattentive. He is 
always confident, and it never occurs to him that he might be mistaken. 


The Book of Mishlé advises us not to exaggerate to either extreme in the 
matter of judgment and decision. Someone who is O°DX 1¥/ (literally 
short or quick of desire and endeavor, so that he does not consider 
things thoroughly; consequently it also means the impatient; see Exodus 
6, 9) reflects too little; hence in the end he will carry out senseless action. 
On the other hand, n1°1 W°X, someone who never ends _ his 
deliberations and never arrives at a conclusion because of these con- 
siderations, not only will never get anywhere himself, but is useless also 
for others. His partnership should be avoided, since he will only hinder 
any undertaking with his lengthy contemplations. 


To sum it up: O°NND, people lacking experience and instruction, will 
always be subject to senselessness and will never be able to escape from 
folly. But whoever combines lucidity of mind with comprehension and 
knowledge will be successful enough to earn such crowning recognition 
as mankind extends — more than to any other attainment — to the true 
wisdom of the spirit. 
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The essence of all wisdom has built her house, 
she has hewn out her seven pillars. (9, 1) 
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She has prepared her meat, has mixed her wine, 

and also arranged her table. 

She has sent forth her maidens through whom she calls, 

upon the summits of the city’s heights: 

“Whoso is untaught, let him turn in here”; 

and whoso lacks heart (understanding), she speaks to him; 

“Come eat my bread 

and drink the wine which I have mixed. 

Forsake the ignorant and you shall gain life, 

and walk toward happiness upon the path of understanding.” (9, 1—6) 
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The woman of foolish conceit is uproarious: 
she is Ignorance and Non-knowledge, 

and she sits at the entrance of her house 
enthroned on the city’s heights, 

to call to the wayfarers, 

who straighten their paths: 
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“Whoso is untaught, let him come here”; 

and whoever lacks heart, she speaks to him: 

“Stolen waters are sweet, 

and the bread of secrecy is pleasant.” 

And he does not know that the shades are there, 

that her guests are in the depths of the nether-world. (9, 13—18) 


Here we have two contrasting teachings trying to gain influence over an 
untaught and inexperienced mind. The first teaching leads to Life; the 
second, to Death. The first is the Divine teaching, the essence of all 
wisdom (n195M). This teaching is not content to utter general truisms. 
She has “built her house,” solidly based its entire edifice of individual 
and national existence upon “seven pillars” — the pillars of perfection. 
(According to the Talmud, tractate Shabbath 116a, this refers to the 
seven Books of the Law —the Pentateuch — the fourth Book being 
divided into three by yi033 °N" Nwip, Numbers 10:35—36 — considered 
in a sénse a separate Book — so that the Pentateuch parallels God’s 
other work of wisdom: the seven days of Creation; see Talmud, 
Sanhedrin 38a.) 


This Divine teaching has worked out in every detail her instructions for 
the life to be led under her auspices. Her laws are “nurturing” and “bliss- 
fully refreshing,” set out as a 7)Y ]N?w, an orderly prepared table of- 
fering those who come to it spiritual and moral nourishment. This 
teaching has sent out its “handmaids,” teachers, prophets and Sages, to 
the summits which dominate human social existence. Through their 
mouths she calls those who are still ignorant, even those who are still un- 
prepared mentally, to absorb the strengthening and joy-giving nourish- 
ment which she has prepared for their spirits and souls. She invites them 
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to forsake the company and the example of the unwise, and to join her 
table in order to gain Life and to follow the ways of reason toward hap- 
piness. 


The other teaching, the human one, has so far completed not even one 
whole building. It is likened to a noisy woman intoxicated by her own 
foolish conceit. She creates much noise about herself, and is yet the 
epitome of ignorance. She prides herself on her ignorance about 
everything which a person needs to know most of all, about anything 
“higher” or “ideal.” On the contrary, she considers those who let such 
higher ideas spoil their sensual lives as silly, and thinks that such ideals 
are not matters for study and investigation, being merely dreams or fic- 
tions which prevent people from enjoying their lives. 


This teaching too, this “noisy woman,” seeks to make propaganda. 
True, she has never constructed a whole building nor.even worked it out 
in its details; but this (she is certain) is far too difficult, and also 
superfluous. Her lessons are so simple and so easily understood, that 
they can be learned while standing on one foot, or in passing by. Neither 
does she speak from such august heights that tower above human social 
life. Such heights do not even exist for her. Nevertheless, she has taken 
up her quarters in the high echelons of human society, because that is 
where she can count on finding disciples. At the entrance of her dwelling 
she prepares a throne for herself, and from this throne she calls out to 
those who are innocently going their way or are even simply seeking 
the right and straight way. 


She calls them “ignorant” and “senseless,” people who know nothing of 
the right philosophy in life. Let them deviate just for once from the 
straight way to try out forbidden joys, to taste how sweet those stolen 
waters are, gaining even more sweetness from the fact that they are for- 
bidden. Of course, for the masses, the laws of morality should stand. But 
in OND, in private, for himself (she insists), any reasonable person 
laughs at this so-called morality, intended for the “people” and 
knows how to indulge in agreeable, sensual pleasures. 
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Whoever listens to her instruction, however, does not know that her 
hand leads not to Life, but to Death. The followers in her circle have 
already departed from true Life; and those who are invited now to par- 
take from her so-called Repast of Life are doomed to the depths of the 
earthly grave. 
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Wisdom, in the multiplicity of its contents, wants to be heard in the 
streets, 

to lift her voice in the marketplace, to call out 

where the surging masses are 

at the entrance of the city’s gates to speak her sayings: 
“How long, you unwise ones, will you love ignorance, 
and you scoffers, lust for ridicule, 

and conceited fools, hate knowledge? 

At my reproof, you should repent. 

Behold, I shall let my spirit flow out to you, 

shall let my words become known to you. 

But because I have called and you have refused, 

I have extended my hand and no one paid attention; 
you have neglected all my advice 
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and would have none of my admonition — 

I will likewise laugh at your calamity, 

I will mock when your dread strikes, 

when like a devastation your dread sets in, 

and your calamity as a tempest, 

when trouble and distress overcome you. 

Ther they will call me, but will not find me — 
because they hated wisdom 

and did not want the fear of God, 

did not comply with my advice, 

and despised all my admonitions. 

Therefore they shall now eat of the fruit of their ways 
and satisfy themselves with their own plans. 

For the waywardness of the unwise shall slay them, 
and the confidence of conceited fools shall lead them to destruction. 
But whoever listens to me shall always remain calm 
and undisturbed by fear of evil. (1, 20-33) 
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The wisdom of God’s teaching embraces all of life’s phenomena, in their 
entire multiplicity. This wisdom is not some spiritual gift, awaiting its 
achievement and fruition in the seclusion of study and prayer. It rather 
seeks to animate the pulsating heartbeat of humanity and civilization. It 
endeavors to shape the lives of individuals and societies, and it therefore 
-looks for disciples [as it were] in the marketplaces, the centers of living 
and striving. It looks for them — but does not find them. 


The forces which influence the lives and striving of the masses are: ig- 
norance, which praises and prides itself that the teachings of God’s 
wisdom are remote from it; frivolous folly, which finds joy in mocking 
the teachings and requirements of His instruction; conceited foolishness, 
which in its hatred avoids any deeper understanding. These are the 
powers which rule the masses, but not to their best interest! As long as 
they are happy — in their sense of the word — they do not perceive what 
they are missing. But when they come upon darker times, even if they 
merely start becoming afraid of bad times, of a diminution or loss of 
material goods and pleasures — then they come to look for some con- 
solation, some support and advice in their affliction, which they could 
have found once at the hand of Divine wisdom, but now can find no 
longer. And so those who have remained willfully ignorant go to their 
ruin as a result of their own willfulness, having remained fools in their 
own happy confidence. 


The true followers of Divine wisdom, however, always remain calm. 
They do not know fear of misfortune. To them, both good times and bad 
are sent by the same loving Divine hand, providing tasks to be fulfilled, 
so that they can become yet more aware of the ever-loving closeness of 
God. 
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It is as play to the fool to carry out a thought, 
but a thing of wisdom to a man of understanding. (10, 23) 
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Wisdom and understanding are needed not only for getting the right 
idea, thought or plan, but also for its proper implementation. A con- 
ceited fool, however, does not reflect long before translating a thought 
into action (MMT as in the word nt, Job 17, 23). 
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A clever man keeps his knowledge discreet, 
but the heart of fools proclaims its foolishness. (12, 23) 
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Every clever man acts by knowledge, 
but a conceited fool displays ignorance. (13, 16) 


Foolishness does not remain concealed, whether in a person’s action or 
in speech. A clever man, though, generally knows more than he shows; 
and while a fool tells all, a clever man remains silent. However, when it 
comes to deeds, then the knowledge of a clever man can be seen; his in- 
telligence is evident from his slightest action; while the unwisdom of a 
foolish person is revealed in whatever he does. 
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Conquering a lust is a comfort to the soul, 
but to depart from evil is abomination to fools. (13, 19) 


Fools have no inkling of the joyful bliss which rewards the soul for hav- 
ing suppressed an evil desire, for having overcome an unfortunate 
tendency, or even on having succeeded in a resolution for self-restraint 
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concerning a desire which is not forbidden. To fools, though, the mere 
thought of abandoning the attainment of a goal of sensual satisfaction is 
“abomination” (71?) means to be suppressed while in the process of 
coming into being, as in the phrase P¥y ANA) INIw’, Daniel 2, 1). 
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Whoever is able to understand finds wisdom wherever he turns, 
but the eyes of a fool scan the ends of the earth. (17, 24) 


Whoever is able to connect cause and effect will find material for 
enriching his mind right near and close to him. He does not have to look 
for things far out of reach. Wisdom, 75N, is right in front of his face, 
VD NN; and that, too, is where he finds the implementation of the Divine 
thought amid circumstances so shaped by Divine wisdom as to set the 
tasks intended for his own individual fulfillment. To him it is important 
to comprehend the events closest to him — because that is where he has 
to act in his life and accomplish his endeavors. 


For the uncomprehending, unwise person, however, events in his im- 
mediate vicinity look valueless, trivial and insignificant. His view glances 
only over the surface of things, and so he feels in his foolish conceit that 
he knows these things sufficiently. He may pride himself on knowing 
what the vista is like at the poles, or even in heaven, yet he does not 
know his own parents, or indeed even himself! 
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Luxury is not seemly for a fool, 


much less for a servant to rule over his masters. (19, 10) 


If we understand this proverb correctly, it would mean the following: 
The way in which a well-to-do fool indulges himself in a life of luxury is 
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a repulsive spectacle for any reasonable onlooker. His pleasures are 
often unworthy of a human being, and certainly unreasonable or ir- 
rational. It is an even more revolting sight if, as often happens in the 
household of unwise masters spoilt by luxury, the servants become the 
real masters. The maid of an unwise, spoilt mistress and the servant of 
an unwise, spoilt master know very well how to discover the weak spots 
of their employers, while being obsequious to their face and providing 
them with satisfaction for their irrational and evil desires. Being cleverer 
than their masters, the servants know how to exploit their folly so well 
as to become indispensable to them and to completely dominate them. 
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As snow in the summer and rain in harvest, 
So is honor not befitting a fool. (26, 1) 
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Like carefully wrapping a stone in a stone-heap, 
so is giving honor to a fool. (26, 8) 


There is hardly a more laughable figure than a fool — and a 9°09, a con- 
ceited fool at that — who preens himself with undeserved honors. He 
does everything to display them in the most showy manner. If he deems 
himself an aristocrat, all his clothes, including his dressing-gown, must 
be adorned with the proper colored ribbon, and the lowliest vessel must 
bear his coat of arms. Not only is such honor as unseemly as snow in 
summer and rain at harvest-time, but it also does him harm, for it makes 
him even more vain. Hence, whoever bestows honor on a fool, makes it 
as worthless as a silly game, like someone who takes an ordinary stone 
from a stone-heap and carefully wraps it up as something of great value 
(or, if 77972 is related to 77278, he wraps it up in a piece of fine velvet). 


WISE MEN AND FOOLS 91 


AW oN 07277 NEPA 
:O9-Pa OTT NW 


He who sends a message by the hand of a fool 
cuts off his own feet [and] will taste distortion. (26, 6) 


Whoever uses an intelligent messenger, adds, so to speak, to his own 
feet, because the messenger’s feet serve and benefit him. But if a man 
sends out a fool, not only does he not gain feet, but he forfeits his own as 
well, by having sent the fool rather than having gone himself. As to the 
message, it does not merely remain undelivered; it will be transmitted in- 
correctly. The recipient in turn will reply with a wrong, unjust answer, 
which, again, will be distorted in the mouth of the foolish messenger. In 
short, whoever sends a fool will suffer only annoyance. 
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A golden ring in a swine’s snout — 
so a fair woman lacking understanding.11, 22) 


This golden ring will not remain spared from dirt; on the contrary, the 
animal will rub it in filth immediately. So too a woman’s beauty: if she is 
foolish, it will be the first to be dragged in the filth of immorality. 
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Even in non-knowledge, a soul is not good, 
and he who hastens sins with his feet. (19, 2) 
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For one who uses his mind, the path of life is an ascending one, 
that he may depart from the nether-world beneath. (15, 24) 
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He who loves instruction loves knowledge; 
but he who hates admonition is senseless. (12, 1) 
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And your ears to the words of knowledge. (23, 12) 
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But he who pays attention to admonition will become clever. (15, 5) 
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As a ring of gold and precious adornment 
is the admonition of a sage upon an attentive ear. (25, 12) 


If we commit a wrong deed out of ignorance and lack of knowledge, it 
still remains a wrong deed. To have committed it through unawareness 


WISE MEN AND FOOLS 93 


does not make us virtuous, for the fact that we have remained ignorant 
about the character of our actions is a wrong in itself, and testifies to our 
lack of serious application. Moreover, whoever acts hurriedly, without 
considering whether his step is the correct one, sins. 


Every-step of our life on earth leads us on a road between two contrasts: 
on the one hand, materialistic sensuality, which belongs to temporality, 
our passing earthly life—its grave is earthly transitoriness, for with time 
it must end; and on the other hand, spiritual morality, which belongs in 
the sphere of the Divine, the eternal. At every moment of our lives we 
have to decide between the temporal grave and the sublime and eternal, 
between Life and Death. The maskil, who uses his mind properly, 
hestitates not for a moment to decide for the heights, no matter how 
powerful the attractions which entice him to the depths. 


But prerequisite to the claim that one loves the meaning of truth and vir- 
tue is an ear attentive to admonition. Whoever lends his ear to the in- 
struction of a wise person gains a valuable, spiritual adornment—the 
stamp of belonging to the service of truth and virtue. 


Ill 
SPEECH 


nw2-ra OM Nyy 
:ATID 22> PITR) 


Death and life are in the power of the tongue, 
and according to one’s love of it he shall enjoy its fruit. (18, 21) 


This adage shows the crucial importance that Mishleé attributes to our 
human word. On it depend the highest salvation and most abysrr.al mis- 
fortune. Among the faculties with which man is endowed for the fulfill- 
ment of his mission, none is so constantly available as human speech. 
None can so instantly augment or decrease the light of truth, justice, 
morality, peace and happiness as words. Therefore, our Book of 
Proverbs finds nothing more precious than NYT °"NDwW — lips at the ser- 
vice of understanding. Nothing can be better and more satisfying than a 
word spoken at the right time: 
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There is gold and a wealth of pearls, 
but lips of knowledge are the most precious vessel. (20, 15) 
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A man has joy in the utterance of his mouth, 
and a word at the right time, how good it is! (15, 23) 
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Not only because of its effect on the listener does Mishlé value the 
spoken word so highly. Words are of prime importance for the clarifica- 
tion and precision of our own thoughts as well. Our thoughts acquire 
their exact meaning only when we try to express them. Only at that time 
do they gain their exact structure and are tested by the standard of 
truth. 
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The heart of the wise man directs his mouth towards perception, 
and even on his lips he gains understanding. (16, 23) 
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The lips of the wise search for perception, 
but not so the heart of the fool. (15, 7) 
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The tongue of the wise improves knowledge, 
but the mouth of fools pours out foolishness. (15, 2) 


Even the knowledge and teachings transmitted to us become our per- 
sonal, permanent property only if they remain not merely thoughts 
within ourselves but are uttered by our lips and set into precise 
sentences. None have held this principle in higher respect than our 
o°n2n, our wise Sages and scholars. This lies at the root of our entire 
system and tradition of learning, 7D 9y3w 771N, our Oral Torah [trans- 
mitted in precision by oral, spoken teaching]. 
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My son, listen to my wisdom, 

incline your ears to my conclusions, 

to retain considerations, 

and that your lips may keep knowledge. (5, 1—2) 
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Incline your ear and hear the words of the wise, 

direct your heart to my knowledge. 

Though it is pleasant to keep them within yourself, 

they should be established confluently upon your lips. (22, 17—18) 


According to Mishle, apt use of speech determines not only our spiritual 
growth, but even our material welfare: 
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From the fruit of a man’s mouth, even his physical being is satisfied. 
He satisfies nimself with the harvest of his lips. (18, 20) 
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From the fruit of a man’s mouth, he gets good satisfaction, 
as the recompense of a person's handiwork shall be rendered him. (12, 
14) 
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The effect of our speech in our communication with our fellow-men is 
particularly stressed in Mishlé, whose teachings are equally abundant in 
seriously cautioning us as in stimulating encouragement. In the first 
place, the proverbs warn against too much talk, in particular quick, un- 
thinking speech. As against this, they praise the art of listening and 
silence. 1327 nx» yoww wN — “The one who listens — he deserves to 
speak!” (21, 28). 
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Where there is much speaking, evil will not fail to appear; 
but he who guards his lips is sensible. (10, 19) 
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Even a fool when he keeps silent may be thought wise; 
he who locks his lips is intelligent. (17, 28) 
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He who guards his mouth and his tongue [not to talk much in general, 
or to be thoughtful about his utterances] 
keeps his soul from suffering. (21, 23) 
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He who answers before he hears 
causes himself folly and shame. (18, 13) 
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Did you see anyone rash in his speech? — 
A fool has more hope than he. (29, 20) 
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For every effort there is a gain, 
but the words of the lips are merely a loss. (14, 23) 
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While an unnecessary word can.be foolish and damaging, a wise and 
good word is beneficial. Indeed, the distinction between a conscientious 
and an unprincipled person can be made not only by their deeds, but 
mainly by their speech. For speech can cause either the greatest bliss or 
the greatest misfortune. Words can constitute the finest virtues or the 
most serious crimes. 


Mishlé uses the expressions “mouth,” “tongue” and “lips” to designate 
speech; “mouth” connotes speaking in general; “tongue,” the specific 
contents of the spoken word; and “lips,” the controlling guards of 
speech. 


PaI¥ WRI? nina 
:ORR 7H2? OY? °p3 


Only blessings are about the head of a just man, 
but the mouth of the wicked conceals injustice. (10, 6) 
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A source of life is the mouth of the righteous, 
but the mouth of the wicked conceals injustice. (10, 11) 
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As an unprincipled witness mocks justice, 
so the mouth of the wicked conceals evil. (19, 28) 


mY] TD dys woe 
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An unprincipled man prepares evil, 
and on his lips there is a searing fire. (16, 27) 


A conscientious person tries with all his faculties to dispense blessing. 
His mouth is a “fountain of life”; each word that springs from his inner- 
most thoughts is life-giving; it is destined to implant the seed of blessing 
within the listeners’ minds and spirits. The unprincipled man, however, 
uses his speech exactly to the contrary — not to express his thoughts, 
but to conceal them, hiding his evil schemes. 


np MawPY 9 Id] 
ye PID ony nara 
Be you rid of a crooked mouth, 
and undisciplined lips keep far from you. (4, 24) 
n3¥y 7M? Py yy 
sway? ony 72K) 
He who winks an eye can cause distress, 
and he who uses his lips unwisely shall stumble. (10, 10) 
niyy np? 32-02n 
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The wise in heart shall accept commandments, 
but he who uses his lips unwisely shall stumble (10, 8) 
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The best training for faithful observance of the Torah’s commandments 
is careful attention to our speech. There is no better way to self- 
perfection than the earnest resolution, the silent promise before God, to 
allow one’s mouth to utter nothing devious, to keep away from n1t¥, un- 
bridled prattling, never permitting his lips to move arbitrarily. In fact, 
the mere glance of an eye can inflict deep distress; how much more so 
an unkind word! 


If someone’s heart, therefore, is inclined to achieve wisdom and 
obedience to the commandments, he has a ready way to train himself 
for that every moment of his life — through the wise use of his speech. 
But if someone does not exert control over his lips, does not accustom 
himself to careful speech — v2 — he will stumble in his actions as well 
(va) related to nD, in O°977 NINN nbd}, Job 6, 18). Ultimately, his en- 
tire conduct will show lack of seriousness and conscientiousness. 


In other words, the moral integrity of a person is reflected not only in his 
deeds, but also in his speech, whereas the unscrupulous person allows 
himself to prate at random. 


prs Tw? 733 92 
:vyD? OVW) 2? 
The tongue of the righteous is choice silver; 
for the heart of the wicked, indiscrimination is sufficient. (10, 20) 
may? Tay? pray 3? 
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The heart of the righteous reflects before answering, 
while the mouth of the lawless utters evil. (15, 28) 


The same can be said for society as a whole: It can go to ruin not only 
as a result of evil acts but also, and mainly, because of the debasement 
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of its spoken words; that which was beneficially built up by a good man 
can be destroyed by the talk of a bad one. 


mR Ov OY? n27322 
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By the blessing of the upright a city is exalted, 
and by the mouth of the wicked it is destroyed. (11, 11) 


For an evil man, words will serve mendacity — even at the risk of being 
refuted in the next moment. 


sy? yian nox-npw 
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The lips of truth will be established forever, 
but a lying tongue only for a moment. (12, 19) 


Nothing so degrades a man as lying: 


an ney 7322 MRR? 
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Superfluous speech is not becoming even to the characterless; 
Much less do lying lips suit a man of distinction. (17, 7) 


Ipwonpw '7 nayin 
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Lying lips are an abomination before God, 
but those who act in faith have His approval. (12, 22) 


And if in the course of his business activities lying has become a man’s 
habitual vice, Mishlé warns us of the consequences: 
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APA WX? YY 
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“Tt is bad, it is bad,” says the buyer, 
and after he goes away, he praises himself. (20, 14) 


apy Twa ninyx Yyb 
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The acquisition of treasures by a lying tongue, 
like a vanishing breath, brings on ruin. (21, 6) 


Once the tongue is in the employment of falsehood, it is only one step 
further for falsehood to become the servant of crime. Lying and crime 
are soul-brothers, conspirators in league. 


px nowy Pwr yID 
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He who looks for evil listens to the lips of injustice, 
and lies listen to the tongue of corruption. (17, 4) 


Liars are welcome accomplices for the criminal, and lies are the first ap- 
proach towards crime. No one commits a breach of law without plan- 
ning to save himself, in case of discovery, by lying. If you are unable to 
tell a lie, you will never listen to anyone who wishes to persuade you to 
do a misdeed. Truthfulness is a protective armor against criminality. 


OF ITN OW] 37 
Oy? OW? °D} 


The words of the wicked [incite to] a death-trap, 
but the mouth of the righteous shall save him. (12, 6) 
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The lips of the unscrupulous are so ready to lie that they are prepared to 
perpetrate the craftiest attempt at murder. Once a person gets used to 
lying, no crime is too heinous for him; the lie is accessory to crime. The 
mouth of the righteous, however, which is unable to utter an untruth, 
protects and saves him from all perverse alluring thoughts. 


© 


Lying is fatal — not only in its guise as accomplice to crime, but also 
when it appears in the form of malevolence, instigation, hypocrisy, flat- 
tery, corruption, deception and fraud. In all these forms it becomes a 
crime in itself, undermining moral and social welfare. As a matter of 
fact, where conscience orders silence, even an honest word can become 
a serious offense. 


227707 wyI2-12 
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He who despises his neighbor has no heart, 

but an understanding man keeps silent. 

The talebearer reveals what should be secret, 

but a trustworthy spirit can conceal a matter. (11, 12—13) 


297 J2i7 Tio T2ia 
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The one who reveals a secret is a slanderer; 
and with one who opens wide his lips, do not be in league. (20, 19) 


He who covers up a transgression seeks love, 
but he who repeats a word separates the most esteemed friend. (17, 9) 
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A righteous man hates an untrue word, 
but a wicked man makes everything more shameful and contemptible. 
(13, 5) 


owa 2Yinn Tipy nn 
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The north wind brings rain, 
and a secret whispering tongue, angry faces. (25, 23) 
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There are six things which the Lord hates, 

but the seventh is an abomination to His Being:* 
haughty eyes, a lying tongue, 

and hands that shed innocent blood; 

a heart which devises thoughts of injustice, 

feet that are swift in running to evil, 

a false witness spreading lies, 

and he who causes discord between brethren. (6, 16—19) 


The seventh includes and generates all the preceding. He who sows dis- 
cord cannot even fathom the mischief and wrong that he instigates. 


*Compare yaw, “seven” to yaw-niw, Esther 2, 16 
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An unprincipled man, a man of iniquity 

is he who goes about with a crooked mouth. 

He winks his eyes, scrapes his feet, 

points his fingers. 

Upheaval is in his heart, 

he continually devises evil, 

sows discord. 

Then his misfortune shall come suddenly; 

unexpectedly, irremediably, he shall be broken. (6, 12—15) 


WXTNZIN O¥Y ODNI 
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Without wood, the fire goes out, 

and where there is no quarreler, contention ceases. 

4s a torch is to coals, wood to fire, 

such is a contentious man, kindling and perpetuating strife. (26, 20—21) 


>eace and harmony are values to which we should be prepared to sub- 
yrdinate and sacrifice everything — except duty and conscience. Discord 
ind disharmony, on the other hand, bring calamity; they banish every 
rue joy from life. A person who is aware of this will always succeed, 
yhenever a quarrel arises—no matter what its external cause may 
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be — to gain self-control, forgiving inflicted injustice and, what is even 
more difficult, admitting his own mistakes and asking forgiveness. Such 
a person will do everything from the start in order not to let the fires of 
discord be fanned. 


In the text cited above, quarrels are compared to fire; Mishlé also com- 
pares it to the other destructive element, water: 


yit7) MWR OD TID 
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A breakthrough of water is the beginning of a quarrel: 
then before it becomes more exposed, leave off contention. (17, 14) 


paT2n2 1372 7127 
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The words of a contentious person are.like self-justification, 
and penetrate into the innermost recesses. (18, 8) 


The nif‘al tense for the habitually irascible man, 7293, designates him as 
being possessed by a passion for quarrelling. His agitation carries him 
away to irresponsible utterances. His words seem to be as D°MNdND 
(from o7, related to ond — warfare), they sound like self-justification, 
like defense. However, instead of fending off the insult, instead of confin- 
ing himself to refuting unjustified agression, he offends his adversary 
with insults which penetrate into the depths of his being. Instead of 
protecting himself, he destroys the other. 
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The most contemptible and destructive forms of lying, however, are 
hypocrisy, flattery, and deceptive persuasion. Hypocrisy covers up true 
convictions and intentions; flattery deceives about the real character of 
a person; and deceptive persuasion distorts the genuine value of an ac- 
tion about to be carried out. 
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Like silver dross covering sherds 

are lips which ensnare with a wicked heart. 
With his lips the enemy dissembles, 

and within himself he harbors deceit. 


When he makes his voice sound agreeable, do not believe him: 


for there are seven abominations in his heart; 
though he covers his hatred with deceit, 

his wickedness shall become exposed to all. 
He who digs a pit shall fall into it; 

he rolls a stone that will fall back on himself. 


A lying tongue hates the ones who were defrauded by it, 
and a smooth mouth makes for a slippery course. (26, 23-28) 


WY] Now? yay 7a 
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With his mouth the flatterer destroys his neighbor, 
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but through self-knowledge the righteous will gain strength. (11, 9) 


IY] AND? ODN WK 
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A man of iniquity shall persuade his neighbor, 


and shall lead him in ways which are not good. 
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He narrows his eyes to devise wrong actions, 
crooks his lips and the evil is completed. (16, 29—30) 


My new myn np 2 
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From the lips of a perverted woman drips honey, 
and her palate is smoother than oil; 

but her end is more bitter than wormwood, 
sharp as a two-edged sword. (5, 3—4) 


niny °B AREY nw 
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A deep pit is the mouth of perverse women; 
he that causes God’s anger shall fall into it. (22, 14) 


The deception does not even have to be intentional. One thoughtless or 
frivolous word can cause our fellow-man to go astray; by treating a 
serious matter lightly, we may help cause his downfall. What we meant 
as a joke can be taken seriously by him; it can shake his conscien- 
tiousness and undermine his morality. 


DPT mT aN 
nye] DEN 


As one who for his recreation casts firebrands, 


arrows and death,* 


*1N%, to tire out, in 9¥°D; hence the verb here would mean relieved of 
tiredness. 
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thus is a man who deceives his neighbor 
and says: I am only joking. (26, 18—19) 


WB ONT oAN-ON 
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Do not be an unintentionally harmful witness against your neighbor, 
causing deceptive persuasion by your lips. 

Or: 

Do not be a witness against your neighbor about something unfounded, 
and, by your lips, cause deceit. (24, 28) 


(The word ‘éd means not only a witness in the judicial sense, but anyone 
who guarantees for anything. See 0°219 7 etc. in verse 21, 28: “He who 
testifies to deception should disappear, while he who listens always 
deserves to speak.” O03 as in NWR 771M ON in verse 1, 17; or in 39n ON 
DIN DOIN oy, verse 3, 30. n°ndM is a combination of hifil and pi‘él: not 
persuade deceitfully directly, but be the cause.) 


Another warning that Mishlé wants to give us, if we understand it cor- 
rectly, is that sometimes both sides in a dispute or disagreement are 
wrong. In such a case, silence alone would be judicious. If you know of 
anything hateful about your fellow, it would be just as unwise to express 
approval which is not genuine as to spread malicious talk about him. 
The only right thing to do is: keep quiet. What we speak should be true, 
but we do not have to say everything that is true. This, we believe, is the 
idea behind the verses: 


TeYon|aw ANIwW no2p 
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He who hides hatred is of lying lips, 
and he who speaks slander is a fool. 
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Where there are many words, evil will not be lacking, 
but he who refrains from talking is wise. (10, 18—19) 


As we have learned, misuse of speech is destructive. On the proper use 
of the right word, on the other hand, blessing rests. The talent of elo- 
quence is a special gift from the benevolent Almighty; and it requires 
particular help from heaven, when a speech is to be delivered, to have at 
one’s disposal the right words for expressing his thoughts and feelings. 


2272192 OTN? 
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The preparations of the heart are man’s, 
but the discourse of the tongue is from God. (16, 1) 


It is interesting that ma‘aneh means discourse, and ‘anéh denotes not 
only answering but, in general, to start speaking. This reflects the idea 
that the word must be preceded by thought: it must, so to speak, 
“answer” the thought — correspond to it and reflect it. But when, in ad- 
dition to this quality, our speech is also pleasing and attractive to the 
audience, if our words combine truthfulness with pn, oy13, 
NM — sweetness. beauty and pleasure — then indeed such speech attains 
its greatest effect. 


Tia) NW 2-o2N? 
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The wise of heart shall become known as a man of discernment, 
while the sweetness of lips increases learning (16, 21). 


To be sure, chochmah [wisdom] and t’vunah (understanding) must 
precede speech. The fundamental wisdom, chochmah, and the resulting 
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conclusions for our lives, tvunah, should be the basis of our speech; and 
the man who gives expression to the dictates of wisdom and its inference 
by ¢’vunah is rightly called navon (a man of understanding). The final 
success of instruction, however, is achieved by o°nDw pnn, pleasantly 
appealing speech. 


DyI-TN WIA 
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Pleasant words are as a honeycomb, 
sweet to the soul and health to the bones. (16, 24). 


Such words are beneficial and invigorating to the spirit; but: 


yy niawn 7 nayin 
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The thoughts of the wicked are an abomination before the Lord, 
as only pure words are pleasant words. (15, 26) 


Woe indeed if the most valuable gift to man, the faculty of speech, 
serves mean, impure and morally wrong purposes. 


22-T17u ATK 
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A friend who has a pure heart, 
with grace in his lips, shall be companion to a king. (22, 11) 


Whoever is lucky enough to have a friend with a pure heart and kind 
lips has no need to change places with kings. He has a friend who will 
always convince him to act rightly, and this is a treasure of which kings 
cannot always boast. 
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Like golden apples in a silver sheath 
is a word streamlined for its purpose. (25, 11) 


(The final Hebrew phrase means literally “on its wheels,” i.e. so con- 
structed as to conduct it smoothly towards its aim — the hearts and 
minds of their listeners.) 


The contents of such words are gold, the outer “garments” silver. While 
the content of such a word is the most valuable part, and is compared to 
solid gold, the attire is also important, compared to a silvery trans- 
parent sheath, not obstructing the contents but letting them glow and 
shine forth (nY3w», from 75W, to look at). 


The most apt word, however, can lose its value if it is spoken at an un- 
suitable time: 


revmayes wx? no 
:aiw-n inva 137) 


A man has joy in the utterance of his mouth, 
and a word at the right time, how good it is. (15, 23) 


A man who speaks finds pleasure in his words at any time, but in reality 
they are good only when spoken at the right time. 
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Speech serves the most elevated human interests: 


APIA We Py? 
:OnPM) O20 727 


to convey proverbs and poetry, 
the words of the wise and their profound sayings. (I, 6) 
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All these are carried by words. 


But the indispensable prerequisite, even for wisdom and understanding, 
still remains moral probity: 


WI BAI) PIF 
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The mouth of the righteous brings wisdom to maturity, 
but the tongue of evil shall be destroyed. 

The lips of the righteous are pleasing to God, 

but the mouth of the wicked is evil. (10, 31-32) 


TI? NHHE 9 
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A woman of valour 
opens her mouth with wisdom 
and the teachings of lovingkindness are on her tongue. (31, 26) 


And thus wisdom speaks in the name of the blessed Almighty: 


Owe Fy MIN NT 
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See, I have written command-givers for you 

with counsel and knowledge, 

to let you know the moral truth demanded by words of truth, 

that you may bring back truth in speaking to those who send you. (22, 
20-21) 
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The “second-in-command” after the king is 799 71, his co-adviser. 
The wbw is the third one, the executive, who transmits the king’s order 
to the people, urging and supervising its implementation. The words of 
the Torah are compared to o°w*>w; they were not written merely for 
theoretical knowledge, but are the “command-bearers” of God, deliver- 
ing to us the commandments given by the blessed Almighty; nixyi3 
nym in His wisdom He has “advised” us on our temporal and eternal 
welfare, by His profound “knowledge” of our nature and relationships, 
giving us a basis on which to shape our thoughts and feelings. The ex- 
pression used here is not merely emeth, truth — the factual preciseness 
of things — but koshét, meaning a claim to the ethical integrity of our 
character, derived from and founded upon truth (see Psalms 60, 6). 
Once we have learned this, have absorbed within us these "PX LWIP 
Nx, and have let them become our 0°w°>w, the ruling principles of our 
thinking and desires, only then can we carry out the mission of those 
who send us to reach understanding and teach it to them, speaking 
truth. Surely it is for this reason that the letters of the Torah are equip- 
ped with 0°3°t and tagim (tittles) — “weapons and crowns” — to give 
them the appearance of n°w>w! 


In order to be effective in advising and instructing, we are mainly depen- 
dent on words — words which have entered into the service of moral rec- 
titude. 


oat avy? pay nay 
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The lips of the righteous feed many, 
but the foolish perish for want of understanding. (10, 21) 


The Hebrew for “feed” literally means “pasture, provide grazing”; it is 
the way of the righteous to lead many on the right way and maintain 
them on it (as a shepherd leads a flock). The wrong which is done in the 
world is not always the result of bad will; it is often due to lack of under- 
standing. (Those who do evil are like sheep without a shepherd.) Accor- 
dingly, the world is often a field where a morally instructive word can be 
profitable. 
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On the lips of him who has discernment, wisdom is found, 
but a rod is for the back of him who is devoid of understanding. (10, 13) 


The term navon denotes a man who not only acquires theoretical 
knowledge, 7799n, but is also able to draw the right conclusions for life 
and all its aspects. The words of such a nayon are well suited to offer 
teachings of wisdom, and his advice to the unperceiving can bring 
improvement — something which otherwise (and even this is doubtful) 
could be achieved only by chastisement. 
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To let recognition of a person influence judgment is certainly not good; 
but [even in other, non-judicial circumstances] if one says to the wicked 
“you are righteous,” 

communities shall brand him, nations shall condemn him. 

But to those who show the right way, there shall be good will, 

and a good blessing shall come upon them. 

Those lips should be kissed 

that answer the right words. (24, 23-26) 


In legal verdicts, it is manifest duty of the conscience to weigh every 
word as though on the balance. In social association, though, words and 
opinions do not carry so much weight. Social formalities and politeness 
can easily become flattery and, ultimately, the denial of every sincerity. 
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Should a morally depraved person be admired in society, no one, no 
matter how sincere his intentions are, can dare open his mouth on behalf 
of truth and justice without being branded a trouble maker. And so, 
through such falsehood and insincerity, the foundation of society is 
being undermined, and the cause of nations is seriously harmed. 
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An apt word can bring balm of consolation and healing to a sorrowing 
or injured spirit, as well as a calming peace to the agitated. 


TUN? WK-I2I 77 
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Care in the heart of a man — let him hold it down, 
but a good word can transform it into cheerfulness. (12, 25) 


The word 73nw” from Anw means to bend, to hold down. A man should 
not let himself be conquered (overwhelmed) by his sorrow. A sym- 
pathetic word, however, can raise him up to cheerfulness. 


JN NAPTD? Ayia w 
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Some speak as the piercing of a sword, 
but the tongue of a wise man brings healing. (12, 18) 
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A soothing tongue (can generate) a tree of life, 
but vacillation, a break in the spirit. (15, 4) 


A thoughtless word can inflict deadening pain; the word of a wise 
person, however, brings only healing to the spirit, and may even plant 
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the seed for a fruitbearing tree throughout a lifetime. One vacillating 
word, on the other hand (see Exodus 23, 8) can cause a lasting split in 
personality. 


AEH Dw WATE 
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A gentle answer appeases anger, 
while a vexing word aggravates wrath. (15, 1) 


P¥2 THE? BX TRI 
:O7g-WA 727 Tw?) 


By forbearance is a superior persuaded, 
and a soft tongue breaks a bone. (25, 15) 


A gentle word can disable an arm raised for hitting. 
© 


The Book of Proverbs is full of descriptions of contrasts between wise 
men and fools. Obviously, these contrasts are apparent also in their 
speech. We have already endeavored to bring some of these proverbs; 
now let us cite some additional ones: 


MYNa WH WP R-}I 
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Through the mouth of a fool his pride becomes his stick, 
but the lips of the wise shall preserve them. (14, 3) 


We believe this means: the faculty of speech becomes a tool to the 
foolish person through which his pride grows. He likes to hear himself 
hold forth about his self-imagined greatness and superiority. Without 
words to utter this, his arrogance would remain only an inner feeling 
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without external significance. For the wise, on the other hand, his very 
caution about speaking prevents him from becoming too proud. If 
sometimes an expression of pride comes to his lips, he immediately 
senses how ridiculous and undignified it would sound. Consequently he 
locks his lips, and the fact that he does not let an overbearing word cross 
their threshold, restrains his pride so that no haughtiness will emerge. 


A wise man listens to this warning: 


PEN TT TPP? 
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Let another man praise you and not your own mouth, 
a stranger, but not your own lips. (27, 2) 


Even if the fame of your spiritual or ethical competence has reached the 
ears of a wide circle and enjoys their appreciation, your own lips should 
not find it possible to utter a word of self-praise. 


NYT V9¥? OI 
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Wise men conceal wisdom, 
but the mouth of a fool is an imminent horror. (10, 14) 


Wise people know a great deal and foresee many things which they keep 
to themselves, so as not to spread unnecessary panic. A fool, however, 
knows no such discretion; he likes to speak of frightening and horrible 
things, and spreads terror even where no cause for it exists. 


o-nnnD 202—B 
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A fool’s mouth brings him horror, 
and his lips are a snare for his soul. (18, 7) 
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He who guards his mouth protects himself; 
who speaks thoughtlessly, prepares his own fright. (13, 3) 


A fool speaks thoughtless words, without having calculated their conse- 
quences — and then is alarmed to see what he has wrought, and the 
responsibility he has brought upon himself. 
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Do not speak in the ears of a fool, 
for he will only despise the wisdom of your words. (23, 9) 


A k’sil is actually a conceited fool. He believes himself cleverer than the 
entire world, and is beyond accepting any reasonable words. 
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A whip for the horse, a bridle for the donkey, 
and a rod for the back of fools. 

Do not answer a fool according to his folly, 
lest you also should be like him; 

but answer such a fool as his folly deserves, 
lest he think himself wise. (26, 3—5) 


A conceited fool (k’si/) cannot be influenced by intelligent reasoning. 
Such people learn their lesson only by chastisement, inflicted upon them 
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by man or destiny. Therefore do not answer such a person by involving 
him in a profound discussion. He would take this to mean that you 
evaluate his opinions as equal to your own; he has his belief, and you 
have yours, and so you are standing ostensibly upon equal ground. On 
the other hand, you are not to keep silent either; for then such a person 
would consider himself irrefutably right. Answer him briefly, to the ef- 
fect that his opinions and utterances are false and too objectionable for 
discussion, and refer him to the basic truth which causes you to reject 
his opinions. 


IV 


PARENTS AND CHILDREN 


Parents can enjoy a great deal of happiness from their children during 
their lifetime — provided the children have been brought up well. But a 
child who turns out badly is bound to cause such anguish to his parents 
as to banish almost every other joy from their lives. 


In the Book of Proverbs this fact is stressed time and again, as it urges 
parents to do their utmost to secure happiness, and not sorrow, from 
their children: 
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A wise son gladdens a father, 
but a foolish son is the grief of his mother. (10, 1) 


It is interesting that joy from a successful son is foretold here to the 
father, while sorrow from an unsuccessful son is linked with the mother. 
We believe this may be based on the following consideration: No matter 
how much a father does for his child, it cannot be compared to the 
sacrifices and privations of a mother. For her, months and years of suf- 
fering and renunciation set in from the very beginning of her child’s ex- 
istence. By the time the father directs his personal attention to the child’s 
development, the mother has already devoted years of constant care to 
his physical, spiritual, and moral growth. It follows that if the child turns 
out to be well-brought-up, and the parents are fortunate enough to find 
joy in a wise and successful son, the father has won a big prize — in 
return for a comparatively low stake. If, on the other hand, the child 
becomes a k’sil, an inept, foolish person, then who can fathom the grief 
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of his mother? She is forced to admit that she has wasted years of anx- 
ious days and sleepless nights, that she has spent the best part of her 
physical strength and mental energy, and all this for what result? — a 
k’sil! 
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He who begets an unwise son will have sorrow, 
and the father of a depraved son has no joy. (17, 21) 
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A foolish son is a vexation to his father, 
and bitterness to her who bore him. (17, 25) 


The term ka‘as (vexation, anger, annoyance) specifically means a recur- 
rent agitation caused by particular incidents. The word memer (bit- 
terness), from 177 or 777 (as in M19 N12), is in an emotion which con- 
stantly dominates the spirit. A man is diverted by outside interests and 
by his professional activities. A woman, even while attending to most of 
her work, can give free play to her thoughts. Accordingly, the gloom of 
a woman’s soul is far deeper and more lasting. 
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The father of a righteous son has great happiness, 
and he who begets a wise son has joy of him. (23, 24) 


The greatest joy to a father, the joy which may be voiced loudly (as in- 
dicated by the word gil, related to ko/ ) is a son who knows where his 
duties lie and accomplishes them faithfully. Once the son proves this by 
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his conduct in life, his spiritual and moral worth is established. The right 
conduct in life is the only proof of true wisdom. But the father of a wise 
son may also be happy, for he has reason to hope that the life of his son 
will remain in harmony with his wisdom, and that his conduct will be in 
keeping with the sterling worth and truth of this wisdom, if he but 
acknowledges and follows it. 


0) 


Yet if parents wish to enjoy the happiness of righteous and wise 
children, they have to earn it! They will have to begin by influencing 
their child at an early age; they will have to be firm in their resolution to 
make his spiritual and moral development their prime concern. It is no 
coincidence that after the verse at the beginning of this chapter (“A wise 
son gladdens a father, but a foolish son is the grief of his mother”) the 
next sentence in Mishlé reads: 
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Treasures acquired by lawlessness shall be of no avail, 
but righteousness will save from fatal ruin. (10, 2) 


This conveys to parents: if you wish to see joy from your children, do 
not let their material wealth be your primary concern. First of all, make 
sure that they become upright, God-fearing, Torah-observing men and 
women; for this is the basis of their future well-being and their protec- 
tion from ruin. “Fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom; fools 
despise both wisdom and discipline.” This we read among the opening 
proverbs in the Book of Mishle (1, ,7). 
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A robber of his father’s property and his mother’s domesticity 
is a son who brings shame and disgrace. (19, 26) 
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This expression is even stronger than the previous one: m’shaddeéd, 
plunders; yavri-ach, drives away. This, we believe, is its meaning: The 
shame and disgrace that a misbehaving son causes his parents, make his 
father’s possessions as well as his mother’s domestic life worthless. 
Because of him, his father feels destitute and his mother homeless. The 
terms mévish and machpir actually denote that he frustrates the expecta- 
tions of his parents and causes them to realize the futility, perhaps even 
the inadequacy, of their efforts at education. In general, 13 applies to 
the future, 15M to the past. 
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What, my son? and what, son of my womb? 
and what, son of my vows? (31, 2) 


Thus begins a mother’s admonition to her son, the king. A true mother 
has been preparing her thoughts for the spiritual future of her child while 
he was yet in her womb; her solemn vows accompany his entrance into 
the world. He is the son of her womb and the son of her vows. A 
mother’s thoughts and emotions during the time that she bears and 
suckles her child are not without effect. The saying “to imbibe 
something with one’s mother’s milk” is no empty phrase. That is the 
time when the seed is planted for the child’s qualities of character, for 
gentleness or violence, for modesty or sensuality, for a conduct of 
nobility or vulgarity. This seed is planted within her child by his 
mother’s thoughts while he is still physically connected with her. After 
that it is his mother’s example which shows his awakening soul the ideas 
that he should follow — truth, decency, purity, or their opposites! Show- 
ing her child the right way takes intelligence and firm resolve on the part 
of a mother, for the success of his future behavior depends upon her 
teaching him the first requirement: to control his own will. 


And so, when this son of a mother’s womb and his mother’s vows has 
become a king, wishing to transmit wisdom to his people, he looks back 
upon the period of his earliest childhood, saying: 
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Yet was I a son to my father, 

tender and alone before my mother. 

Then he taught me and said to me: 

Let your heart hold fast my words, 

keep my commandments, and live; 

acquire wisdom, acquire understanding. . (4, 3—5) 
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Train a youth according to his way; 
even when he grows old, he will not depart from it. (22, 6) 


The word 73n (train) actually means to dedicate, to initiate into one’s 
vocation. The next word is 1¥39 (not 1Y37 nx) — literally, to the youth; 
i.e. guide, train, dedicate whatever is “to” the youth, whatever he has 
brought with him in the way of talents and capabilities for the life which 
lies before him. The phrase 1377 °) by can mean either the way he will 
have to follow in the future, or the way in which he acts already in his 
early years. 
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Even by his childish doings a youth is known, 
whether his actions are pure and honest. (20, 11) 


(~>>y¥~m — his actions [while in the stage] of development, from 92y; a 
young human being who is still in the process of development is doy.) 
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Here is the whole principle of education in a nutshell! Our task of 
educating is 9)3N, initiation into a sacred calling; we are to conceive of it 
as consecration. However, just as our Sanctuary and our sacred objects 
were not consecrated by mere words but by being put initially to their 
predetermined use, so too our children are to be introduced and ac- 
customed to their destined task in life not mainly by words, but by prac- 
tical actions. 


Eventually, having reached responsibility and maturity before God, they 
will have to know by themselves which duties to fulfill and what to 
avoid. These duties should be practiced already in childhood, under our 
guidance and supervision, so that when left to his own judgment in the 
future, our child will walk by nature only in good ways, pleasing to God, 
as we have shown him. Shown to whom? — /a-na‘ar — taking into ac- 
count all his talents and aptitudes, his way of thinking, his sensibilities 
and his feelings, his wishes and his motivations, his talk and his actions. 
Every faculty should go into the service of the good, should be made 
ready for the good and deflected from evil. There is no tendency which, 
taken by itself, is innately either good or evil. Everything depends on the 
way in which it is used. By entrusting to us that which is most sacred to 
Him, a child’s soul, God expects us to win ail of our child’s faculties ex- 
clusively for the good. 


In working for this end, we should always have a twofold aim in mind: 
we are to teach the child 1977 »5 Yy. It is not sufficient to consider his 
education as a general objective. We are enjoined to observe the young 
person individually and to study how his various faculties, abilities and 
tendencies relate to the various aspects of this task. In itself the duty of 
truthfulness, virtue, fairness and doing what is pleasing in God’s sight is 
one and the same for everybody: the one duty revealed to us by God in 
His Torah. However, its fulfillment takes a different form with each 
person, according to his individual characteristics. Some things which 
are difficult for one person may be easy for another, and vice-versa. 
Some things which may be attractive to one person leave the next one 
indifferent. And so, each child has to be guided and trained either to 
restrain himself or to urge himself on, according to his own individual 
traits. Every child develops his education into an individual task. 
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There are, however, two traits of conduct which the Book of Proverbs 
particularly emphasizes. These characteristics may make the difference 
between a negative and a positive human character, and they reveal 
themselves already in childhood. If parents wish to have their children 
start out in the right direction, these characteristics should command 
their full attention: im zach v’im yashar: moral purity and straight- 
forward honesty. They can be observed b’ma‘alalav, when the child is 
acting in free, uncontrolled behavior, at such times when his inherent in- 
clinations come to expression. Parents should ask themselves about 
each one of their children separately, whether he tends to greediness, or 
if he has a dominant trait of pleasure in sensual enjoyment. For these 
are inclinations which threaten to become obstacles to a child’s future 
moral behavior. The same holds for insincerity and lack of veracity, 
which endanger his future conduct of integrity. Greediness (an undue 
demand for sweets) and lack of veracity are vices which a wise educa- 
tion should counteract most vigorously of all. 
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Foolishness is bound up in the heart of a youth, 
but the rod of correction shall drive it far from him. (22, 15) 


Let us not speak of a “bad” child; there is no such thing as a bad child. 
A person can be branded “bad” only if he transgresses with a fully 
nature mind. The mind of a youth, however, has not come to full 
maturity; it has yet to reach maturity through your guidance and 
teaching. Your educating influence is called upon to combat not 
badness, but want of judgment. 


Regarding the manner of educating, two terms recur in our proverbs 
which may easily be given a one-sided and therefore incorrect in- 
terpretation. These are words from the root 10° (derived from this: 1012) 
and vaw. The term 10° includes every influence upon character- 
formation, whether by words, presentation, admonition, reproach or 
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reprimand, or by any other procedure that causes painful awareness — 
for instance, non-fulfillment of wishes, refusal, deprivation, and even the 
infliction of physical pain by beating. All of these means may be applied 
according to necessity, but beating — and let this be said right now — as 
a very last expedient. Only when speech is no longer — or not yet — ef- 
fective, can striking a child be excused. 
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More penetrating is a rebuke to one who understands 
than a hundred blows given a fool. (17, 10) 
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To the righteous, too, punishment does no good; 
striking a noble-minded person goes beyond what is right. (17, 26) 
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A slave will not be corrected by words, 
even though he understands and makes no reply. (29, 19) 
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A whip for the horse, a bridle for the donkey, 
and a rod for the back of fools. (26, 3) 


From all of these sayings, it follows that hitting (physical punishment) 
should occur only as a rare and unfortunate exception, and that parents 
whose ordinary means of discipline is beating will undoubtedly have 
cause for alarm at the results of their education. A beating is degrading 
to noble natures and, according to our Book of Proverbs, is unavoidable 
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only where an animal or a slave is concerned; in other words, where 
animal-like characteristics and a base nature dominate in the person. 


Now, the word 10° does not necessarily mean punishment, and least of 
all physical chastisement. It is related to 1¥°, to form, to create—i.e. cir- 
cumscription of spiritual and ethical energy, reducing it to its proper, 
predetermined boundaries and measurements; in other words, formation 
of a way of moral behavior. The admonitions and warnings of the king’s 
mother to her son about the conduct expected of him and the duties he is 
to fulfill are characterized by forms of the word 10°. 


While in the context of 77171 7710 72 and Yn OW N°x1N, the term 10° 
certainly denotes corporal punishment, it just as certainly means (in 
Deut. 21, 18 and 22, 18) the instruction by trial and privation which was 
meted out in the wilderness. The direct revelation of God on Mt. Sinai is 
also termed 10° (in Deut. 4, 36; see also Deut. 11, 2). In our Book of 
Proverbs, the word 101” is always found alongside 775n, connoting the 
practical lessons of morality that reinforce theoretic wisdom (thus 1, 2 
and 7, and 23, 23). 


Likewise, the word vaw does not always have to remind us literally of a 
rod. It designates equally any chastisement which is aimed at betterment 
through suffering, privation, etc., in other words, such dispensation from 
God as inflicts suffering for the sake of teaching (as evident from II 
Samuel 7, 14; Ps. 89, 33 and 23, 4, etc.). Accordingly, in Proverbs, too, 
we are to understand from the word shévet any influence which makes 
the child painfully aware of his incorrect behavior. We are not to shirk 
our duty and avoid exerting of such an influence, for its omission, es- 
pecially during the years of early childhood, will not fail to take its toll. 


Yet, it does not mean that for this purpose either a rod or a whip is 
needed. Anything which makes the child painfully realize his mis- 
behavior, such as the denial of a pleasure, or even the denial of a 
mother’s friendly look, her show of sorrow about the child’s naughtiness 
—all these should be enough of a shéver in the right education, »» 9¥ 
1277, with particular attention to the individual traits of the child. 
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Basically, this requires calmness and a seriousness of purpose. Violence 
should be avoided, as well as excessive indulgence—and this is where 
mothers mainly go wrong. And so the Proverbs admonish us: 
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Discipline and reprimand give wisdom, 
while a child left to himself causes shame to his mother. (29, 15) 
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He who abstains from chastisement hates his child, 
but he who loves him disciplines him diligently. (13, 24) 
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Do not withhold discipline from the child, 

for even if you beat him with a rod, he will not die. 
You beat him with a rod, 

and save his soul from ruin. (23, 13-14) 


(In the phrases {vaw Jwin and 3 yin YX both wn and yi mean the 
omission of something which is required — in this context, the omission 
of a corrective influence where it is needed for the education of the 
child.) 
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Be serious in the education of your child, 
and it will give you satisfaction 
and grant great joy to your soul. (29, 17) 
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Influence your child by education, for there is always hope; 
and do not pay attention to his crying. (19, 18) 


Educating a child is not an easy task, and often a great deal of patience 
and constant serious application is needed in order to succeed. The suc- 
cess, however — this the Proverbs assure us — will not fail to come; and 
if the task was hard,the knowledge that one has given his child a sound 
upbringing is even more gratifying. 


Our Proverbs give us two counsels: Never give up hope, never stop the 
task of educating, thinking that in any case it won’t help any more; and 
never let your child obtain anything by sobbing. 


Whatever you can permit your child, allow him to have it, and don’t say 
“no” too quickly when it is not necessary. However, once you have said 
“no,” don’t let yourself be persuaded by his tearful crying to change 
your mind. The first skill to be mastered by a mother who means to 
bring up her children properly is to be able to bear a child’s screaming. 
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A wise son /shows/ the education of his father, 
but the sacrilegious has never heard a reprimand. (13, 1) 


(The word /étz mostly means a person who mocks whatever is sacred.) 


People rightly consider a well-behaved son the product of a good educa- 
tion, and the approval bestowed on him reflects upon the father too. On 
the other hand, when people see someone who makes light of everything 
sacred, they conclude that this is the result of some neglect in his up- 
bringing and that he was not corrected at the right time in his youth. 
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Hear, my son, the educating word of your father, 
and do not forsake the teaching of your mother; 
for they shall be a charm of grace for your head 
and gems about your throat. (1, 8-9) 


While educating and instructing a child are the tasks of parents on the 
one hand, on the other hand obedience is the first and foremost duty of 
the child. “Honor your father and mother” means primarily: Obey 
your father and mother. All other demonstrations of filial love are mere 
trimmings, if obedience is lacking. 


In this passage we have 3X 70179 and ON nN; forath ém, a mother’s les- 
sons, are taught mainly before the child comes consciously to absorb 
education, at an early age. When he grows older, he may easily think 
himself more intelligent than his mother and rebel against the 
educational demands of his father. For those reasons we are advised 
here: Always accept your father’s education and do not abandon your 
mother’s lessons. You may already have become an adult, whose head, 
JW. rests maturely on your neck, 7?N11272 (the head resting on the 
neck indicates the seat of mental ability and the controlling factor of 
your entire creative and active being); yet even after you have become 
an adult, a man of independent judgment — even then the lessons which 
you have learned from your father in the past (and may be fortunate 
enough to receive in the present too) — let them be your most precious 
ornament, complementing your own intellectual ability. This 7m n719 will 
be the badge of nobility in your life and earn for you the goodwill of 
both God and men. For the course of our thoughts and wishes, our 
work and actions, will always remain based upon the influence exercised 
by our parents; and their influence on our ethical and spiritual life 
should remain our guide and our guard throughout life. Therefore: 
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My son, preserve the commandments of your father, 
and do not forsake the teaching of your mother. 
Bind them continually on your heart, 

tie them around your throat. 

When you are walking, it shall lead you, 

when you lie down, it shall watch over you; 

and when you awake, it shall be first to address you. 
For the commandment is a shining lamp, 

and teaching is a beam of light, 

and the course of life lies within the admonitions of education. (6, 
20-23) 


Another proverb enjoins us to live in such a way that: 
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Your father and your mother shall be glad, 
and she who bore you shall rejoice. (23, 25) 


The most powerful motive for leading a valiant and blameless life is to 
give happiness to one’s parents. Again, the mother’s share in her child’s 
education, and consequently in its success, is particularly emphasized. 
And so, when she has gone the way of all flesh, 
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Her sons rise up and laud her, 
her husband, and he praises her. (31, 28) 


© 


The most dangerous symptom for a threatening era of decline is, ac- 
cording to the Book of Mishlé, the absence of filial respect. Once 
obedience, esteem and respect of parents have gone from the hearts of 
men, once the strong, all-knowing son looks down in disparagement on 
his aged mother, once disdain for the older generation becomes the main 
characteristic of the present one, as it arrogantly holds fathers and 
mothers in contempt, then a period of depravity is sure to set in, as it 
deteriorates toward everything which is base, brutal and evil. 
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Remain obedient to the father who begot you, 
and do not despise when your mother has grown old. (23, 22) 
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A wise son endeavors to gladden his father, 
but the most unwise among men is one who despises his mother. (15, 20) 
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An eye that mocks his father 

and despises the dullness of his mother, 
the ravens of the valley must pick it out, 
and the voung eagles shall eat it. (30, 17) 
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Whoever curses his father and mother, 
his lamp shall be extinguished in blackest darkness. (20, 20) 
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A generation which curses its father 

and has no blessing for its mother, 

| a generation that is blameless in its own eyes, 

| yet has not been washed of its filth — 

that generation, how high are its eyes 

and how lifted its eyelids — 

that generation, whose teeth are swords, 

and their fangs as knives, 

to devour the poor from the earth, 

and from mankind those unable to protect themselves. (30, 11—14) 
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The crown of the aged are children’s children, 
| and the glory of children are their parents. (17, 6) 
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The greatest happiness of aged parents is to see their children’s children 
being raised in their spirit. Has the education that they gave their 
children been sound or not? The answer will be found in the way in 
which their grandchildren are brought up. If this is indeed in accordance 
with their ideas, it forms the crowning achievement of their lives and 
ambitions. But when does such a fortunate situation arise? — only when 
children can be proud of their parents and, in truth, are proud of them. 
It arises when the children in turn find their greatest happiness in bring- 
ing up their own sons and daughters in the same spirit, in order to make 
them worthy grandchildren of their parents. 
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RICH AND POOR 
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Rich and poor meet, 
God is the Maker of them all. (22, 2) 


When two people meet, each is going in a direction toward the starting- 
point of the other. The rich goes downhill, and the poor goes upwards. 
An observer who contemplates this simultaneous occurrence will con- 
clude that man’s destiny lies exclusively neither in wealth nor in poverty. 
Both conditions are equally necessary in God’s purposes for human 
society as a whole, and even for the fulfillment of our task as individuals. 
Only one who proves himself both on the ascending end on the 
descending path of fate can reach such perfection as is attainable upon 
earth. God is the Maker of both the fall and the rise of human society. 
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Two requests I have of You, 

deny them not before I die: 

Vanity and falsehood remove far from me, 

give me neither poverty nor riches. 

For nourishment let me find the bread allotted to me, 
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lest I become full and deny, and say: Who is God! 
Or lest I become poor and a thief, 
and yet hold on to the name of my God! (30, 7—9) 


At both extremes temptation threatens us. Our moral rectitude and 
purity are imperiled both at the height and in the depths. At the top, 
glaring brightness dazzles the clarity of our view, while in the depths 
darkness obscures it, and we run the risk of substituting useless baubles 
for the gold of truth, and lies of deception for the confidence of convic- 
tion. When at the top, one thinks he can easily do without God, and he 
says, “Why, who is God?” At the other extreme, menaced by im- 
poverishment, one believes he may permit himself dishonesty, and still 
be allowed to call the Deity his God. In other words, riches easily lead 
to the denial of God, and poverty to own 41dn, the desecration of God’s 
name. 


Therefore, the sage asks God to let him be neither wealthy nor poor, but 
to merely let him find his daily bread. He realizes that his spiritual and 
moral health remain out of danger only under moderate circumstances, 
and he desires nothing else until the close of his life. He knows that the 
molding of his being ends only with the end of his existence on earth, 
and that no wise man can trust or assume that his own moral fortitude is 
impervious to harm or corruption as long as he still breathes the air of 
temporal life. 
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If a poor man and an artful man meet, 
God gives the eyes of both illumination. (29, 13) 


If a poor man, on his way up, and a crafty, cunning man, going 
downhill, meet on the way, God removes the scales from their eyes. The 
poor man, who witnesses the descent of the artful one, is warned to hold 
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on to honesty, simplicity and probity, because he sees that it is the lack 
of these qualities which caused the downfall of the cunning operator. 
The latter, on the other hand, can learn from the ascent of the poor man 
that it will be useless to redouble his crafty tricks in order to climb up 
again. On the contrary, he would do better to shed his bad habits, which 
could not even help him at the top when he was there already. How 
much less can they enable him to make a truly lasting ascent! He can 
see for himself that the man of small means is on his way up without 
craft or cunning. Then let him learn from this that honesty, simplicity 
and integrity are the best “climbing poles”. 
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Honor God with your wealth, 

and with the first fruits of all your produce. 

Then your provisions will be filled with [the aura of] satisfaction, 
and your vats shall overflow with new wine. 

But, my son, do not despise God’s chastening education, 

and be not unwilling to accept His admonition; 

For whom God loves, He corrects 

even as a father [corrects] a son in whom he wants to delight. 
For only such a man strides towards happiness, who has found Wisdom 
and has gained Understanding from it. 

For her trade is better than silver trade, 

her gain better than the finest gold. 
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It is more precious than pearls, 

and all the things you desire are not to be compared to her. 
Length of days is in her right hand, 

and in her left, riches and honor. 

Her ways are the ways of bliss, 

and all her paths are peace. 

She is a tree of life to those who hold on to her, 

and those who follow her find a blissful union (3, 9-18) 


The importance of material possessions should not be underestimated. 
Essentially they make it possible for us to fulfill our task in life and to 
advance the aims which God has entrusted to human care. If the 
material possessions which God has given into our care are faithfully 
put to such use as He has shown us, we may confidently look forward to 
receiving His lasting blessing. Make sure that God considers you a 
trustworthy administrator of His gifts; give priority to God’s honor and 
His purpose, putting your own honor and calculauons last. Then God 
will gladly appoint you as His custodian of charity and the treasurer 
of His goods, and He will increase your wealth. 


But while material possessions do have importance, they are neither the 
most important nor the most desirable. nor even the most beneficial 
things a man might strive for. There are other, superior goals, far more 
promising to our happiness. These are seldom to be found, however, on 
the path of undisturbed well-being. On the contrary, flourishing material 
welfare makes us oblivious of these goals; and only at times when our 
material well-being has been thoroughly shaken do we become fully 
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aware of the importance, eternal and inviolable, of these other values 
which give us inspiration and can never be impaired. 


Let us therefore not underestimate God’s salutary goodness, when His 
ever-educating hand endeavors to lead us to greater perfection, and 
when, by his mussar, His lesson in chastisement, He makes our 
prosperity — even if it was put to proper use — vanish. It means that we 
are being led into the school of renunciation and privation, so that we 
should not remain one-sided, but should prove ourselves on the reverse 
side of fortune’s coin as well, and should acquire such perfection as can 
be found and practiced mainly in the school of suffering. Above all, let 
us willingly accept His chastisement of adversity when this change in 
our luck is meant as a warning to us, rousing us to investigate our way 
of life and, without self-deception, to ask ourselves before God and our 
conscience whether, when we walked in the ways of good fortune, we 
also walked in the ways of God. For God’s admonition is a sign of His 
love; it means that we have not become totally unworthy of this love, 
and that, as a father educates his son, He wants to raise us to a higher 
ievel of perfection. 


In times of 717, of wealth and material welfare, the qualities which are at 
the greatest disadvantage are chochmah (wisdom) and ¢’yunah (under- 
standing), because their true, shining light is put in the shadow by the 
glitter of the luxury which surrounds us. Only God’s mussar (His ethical 
lesson) and tochachah (His chastisement and admonition) can, by His 
grace, awaken us to deeper appreciation and better application of the 
precious possessions of chochmah and t’vunah which embrace and con- 
dition all others. Chochmah, the wisdom learned from God’s word, and 
t’vunah, the resulting understanding of the precise relationships and 
duties in the world, stamp us with the ultimate imprint of humanity. To 
occupy ourselves with the Torah, which gives us this wisdom, is far 
more profitable than the pursuit of any other promising venture; it is 
more valuable than pearls; the entire inventory of all our other acquisi- 


tions cannot be compared to it in worth. 


Her “right hand” grants eternal life. The knowledge of God’s Word 
enriches our immortal soul with such spiritual perfection as accom- 
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panies us into the next world. And when we act on this knowledge and 
fulfill God’s commandments, it imparts everlasting meaning to the most 
infinitesimal particle of our time passed in temporal life, supplementing 
the spiritual adornment of our immortal soul with unfadingly sublime 
moral perfection. 


Riches and honor, too, for the duration of our sojourn on earth, are 
granted us thereby. All the tasks which the Torah sets, provided they are 
faithfully and completely fulfilled, are intended to bring into our tem- 
poral life the blessing of satisfaction and happiness. But these (wealth 
and esteem) the Torah grants only with her “left hand”: i.e., they should 
be considered an additional beneficial gift. Whoever expects to receive 
riches and honors from her “right hand” as the main gifts, or whoever 
believes that the wisdom of the Torah is primarily a means to acquire 
wealth and honor from her right hand, forfeits the orech yamin, the long 
life, which this hand actually offers. Such wealth and honor as he ob- 
tains lack the genuinely beneficial qualities which are bestowed on her 
true friends. But he who accepts the gift of long life from her right hand 
benefits also from the wealth and honor of her left, even if his neighbors 
do not assess the possessions allotted to him as constituting wealth, nor 
his modest station in life as a rank of honor. 


Wisdom and understanding, drawn from the teachings of the Torah, 
show us the ways in which we are to walk, and all of these ways are 
bliss. For all her aims, and the actions which lead to the fulfillment of 
these aims, are designed to harmonize with the requirements and destiny 
of our God-given, spiritual-physical existence, which He has created and 
prepared for these very aims. Even the paths of our own individual 
endeavors are shaped and guided by the spirit of the God-given Torah 
towards fulfillment, without causing offense or danger to others, and 
with the preservation of both our outer and inner peace. 


The tree of life in the middle of Paradise is no longer accessible. We 
have forfeited it because the tree of knowledge, while standing next to it, 
was yet separate, and we wanted to pluck the fruits of its knowledge 
against God's will. By giving us His Torah, granting wisdom and under- 
standing, God has, however, given into our hands the tree of knowledge 
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and the tree of life, united into one. Wherever we tend it, lovingly and 
faithfully, we may earn both the fruits of knowledge and the fruits of 
eternal life. And when a community gathers around this tree of life, 
becoming 77°371N, its supporters and followers, the plurality is trans- 
formed into unity. All are truly united in God, as God’s community 
With the spiritual and moral support granted by God, reposing with 
Him, such a community becomes me’ushar, one harmonious unit. 
Should, however, this single beam of support, the Torah, be lacking, 
then every society, union, or community becomes mere pretense, held 
together only outwardly, but inwardly divided by the diverging interests 
of separate pluralities. 


And so, even if God’s education through suffering shakes the founda- 
tions of our hitherto existing prosperity, or even causes its total loss — if 
it but leads us toward regaining the tree of eternal life, then let us 
gratefully see in this “7 NND1N1 1017) (His lesson of morality and chastise- 
ment), which is nothing else but God’s love and His fatherly kindness 
towards us. 
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All the days of the poor are wretched, 

but if he has a good heart, his meal is a festive one always. 
Better is a little with the fear of God 

than great treasures and restlessness therewith. 

Better a dish of vegetables where there is love 

than a fattened ox where there is hatred. (15, 1S—17) 
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Better is a little with compliance to the law 
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Better dry bread and peacefulness with it 
than a house full of meals eaten in strife. (17, 1) 


Far too often do we judge human happiness according to outward ap- 
pearances. And far too often we accustom ourselves and our children to 
overestimate the value of material acquisitions. Human happiness is by 
no means determined by this kind of wealth. In fact, as such acquisitions 
become everyday needs, they lose their value. On the other hand, if they 
must, one day, be relinquished, our senses, which have become used to 
those superficialities, feel sorely deprived. No man should be rated ac- 
cording to the quantity of his material acquisitions or his status in 
society. We can rate him as “happy” or “unhappy” only by looking into 
his heart and his domestic life. 


True, “all the days of the poor are wretched” —in the eyes of the 
world — in the sense that the poor person has to wage a day-to-day 
struggle for his means of subsistence; no day gives him security for the 
next one. How then, in the words of the Proverb, is “his meal a festive 
one always”? — Because, while his outward position in life may deny 
him certain “benefits,” in his heart there is the certainty that he is the 
constant beneficiary of God’s bounty. His confidence in the blessed 
Almighty allows him to start his day with serene trust, and, at the end of 
the day’s work, he can thank God with the blessing of baruch ha-shem 
yom yom, “Blessed be the Lord day by day.” 


He is truly grateful for his measure of sustenance, even if it be that his 
endeavors were successful, with the aid of the blessed Almighty, only 
through the voluntary assistance of a brotherly helping hand. To him 
every piece of bread that he can offer his family testifies to the nearness 
of God, to his own honest effort and aspirations, and to the friendship 
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and love of his brothers. It is this consciousness which turns the simplest 
meal into an ever-festive one. 


The wealthy man may be able to spread for himself an opulent 
repast — as a result of one single ray of heavenly grace bestowed on 
him, or on his ancestors from whose inheritance he now benefits. A poor 
man, on the other hand, who is “good-hearted,” is God’s personal guest 
each and every day. His table is prepared daily by God’s benevolence, 
and at all times he can raise his eyes to God with a pure heart. The fear 
of God, a good conscience, the fulfillment of one’s duties, domestic 
peace and harmony — those are the guardian angels which transform 
the poorest hovel into a paradise. Recriminations, unfairness, domestic 
discord and hatred can make the richest meal worthless and the choicest 
foods taste bitter. 


If this was true at a time when “silver was valued for nothing” and 
“everyone dwelled under his own vine and under his own fig-tree” (I 
Kings 10, 21; 5, 5), surely today, when the ways to gain one’s sub- 
sistence are so hard, the foundations of prosperity so shaky, and the 
rage for luxury and superfluous possessions so enormous, these words 
gain an even more serious significance. This teaching should accustom 
us to a simple way of life, and should teach us to accept every material 
gain and pleasure with such thankful appreciation that even the simplest 
status in life will be blessed with constant happiness. If we but follow 
this advice of the Proverbs in our lives, we and our children will be for- 
tunate indeed. 
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The blessing of the Lord, that enriches, 
and with it there is no deprivation. (10, 22) 


This proverb contains the essence of all that has been said in the 
paragraphs above. What makes us wealthy is not our success, but the 
One who grants it to us. God’s blessing — that is wnat makes us feel rich 
and free from want. Be it much or little, if we have earned it by iaw- 
abiding work, sanctioned by God’s commandments, if no moral blame 
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or human curse blemishes it — then it is God’s gift to us and we can be 
sure that we have earned our success in the ways of the Almighty, 
within His sight and with His assistance. The success bestowed by God 
not only brings happiness; it is the blessing of happiness. It is this bless- 
ing which gives us satisfaction and indeed lets us find the only real 
wealth, accepting gratefully what is granted and never feeling 
deprived — because the same loving Divine hand ever bestows or with- 
holds. 


A similar thought is expressed by our Sages in relation to Jeremiah 9, 22 
(see Yalkut Shim‘oni there): “Three good gifts can be attained upon 
earth: wisdom, valor, and riches. Should a man attain one of these, he 
has reached whatever is valuable on earth. But when? — when they are 
granted by God and sanctioned by the Torah. Wisdom, valor, and 
riches attained without God are worthless. In both the Jewish and non- 
Jewish worlds — Achitofel, Bileam, Korach, Haman, and Goliath, in 
spite of their cleverness, wealth, and strength — all of them failed in the 
end, because the use they made of their talents was not sanctioned by 
God. Even Samson failed in spite of his immense strength, indeed 
because of his strength, the moment he forfeited the condition which 
made his strength a “God-given” one. 
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When wealth does not rest entirely upon honest foundations approved 
by the Almighty, not only does it bring no blessing, but, sooner or later, 
a curse enters the home with it. 
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However good the bread of deceit may taste, 
in the end it fills the mouth with gravel. (20, 17) 
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Property acquired at its source with restlessness 
remains not blessed in the end. (20,21) 
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If wealth was acquired with a bad conscience, even if its owner keeps it 
till his death, it can, in the end, bring no good to his heirs. 
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Riches profit nothing on the day when God passes in judgment, 
but righteousness delivers even from death. (11, 4) 
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The treasures of lawlessness are of no profit, 
but righteousness can deliver from death. (10,2) 
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In the home of the righteous, acquired goods gain value, 
but ill-gotten gains bring trouble. (15,6) 
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The curse of the Lord comes to the home of the lawless, 
whereas He blesses the habitation of the righteous. (3, 33) 
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Whoever accumulates wealth by interest and usury, 
gathers it for another who will be generous to the poor. (28, 8) 
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Sometimes, when we witness a verdict by a human judge, the thought 
may arise that crime pays: the criminal merely has to amass a large 
enough fortune so that part of it can pay for his punishment. On the yorn 
evrah, however, the day when the Almighty “passes in judgment,” the 
greatest wealth, no matter how immense, will be of no avail. On that day 
there is only one appeal: sincere regret and return to obedience of the 
law. Such repentance, with a return to tz’dakah, charity, can expiate the 
sins of a lifetiine of lawlessness; it can even rescue from ruin a life-spirit 
that has already been doomed. 


And not only on such a fateful day, but in general, true happiness can 
never stem from dishonestly gathered wealth. On the other hand, even at 
the moment when a man’s existence is already threatened, an effort to 
conduct his life in loyalty to his duty can lend new value to his being in 
the sight of God, and may well result in a new and fresh lease on life. 


In a home governed by faithful observance of the Torah’s command- 
ments, that which was gathered on the field, 701N, acquires its real value; 
it becomes ray — gains added worth, because not only was it earned in 
the spirit of God’s commandments, but it now also finds its end-use 
within the framework of these commandments. In this way, the means 
and the end fuse in a single aspiration to accomplish God’s will. 
However, when a lawless man brings home the harvest of his transgres- 
sions, he believes — and many a shortsighted onlooker may believe it 
with him — that now he has brought happiness and rejoicing to his 
home, never realizing that N12) yw nxn — his home will now be 
“troubled,” as no pure and serene happiness can dwell where the fruits 
of lawlessness are eaten. 


Wealth gathered by interest and usury will, in the end, not benefit its 
owner. What a man has assembled by the selfish exploitation of his 
brother’s embarrassment, will be transferred by a higher destiny into the 
hands of others who are 0°97 121m — who come to the help of the poor. 
Or, in the view of the Midrash Tanchuma, it will find its way into the 
public treasury for the use of projects from which the community will 
freely benefit. 


VI 
THE SOCIAL CLASSES 


sy balan rd rvy pa 
ow] OPT NAND 
on? py nbys 
“ARN? yYT nxn 


The rich man’s wealth is his citadel, 

poor people’s terror — their poverty. 

And yet, only the gains of the righteous are towards life, 
the winnings of the wicked — towards sin. (10, 15—16) 
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A good name is preferable to great wealth, 
benevolence to silver and gold. (22, 1) 
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The rich man’s wealth is his citadel, 
and like a high wall in his imagination. 
Before the crisis, a man’s heart is haughtiest, 
but humility goes before honor. (18, 11-12) 


149 


150 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


WIT OIA 
May My? Pwy) 


The poor man speaks entreatingly, 
while the rich man’s answer always sounds harsh. (18, 23) 
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The rich rules over the poor, 
and the borrower becomes a servant to the lender. (22, 7) 
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Wealth makes for many friends, 
but the poor man becomes separated from his friend. (19, 4) 
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Even to his friend, a poor man becomes detestable, 
while the rich man has many friends (14, 20) 
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Many seek favor with a generous man, 
and every friendship goes to the man of gifts. 
All relations of the impoverished man hate that they are his [kin]; 
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so much the more do his friends draw away from him, 
though he pursues words [with them] that they are his [friends]. 
(19, 6-7) 
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A man’s longing is for the kindness promised to him, 
but a poor man is better than a deceptive one. (19, 22) 
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Better a poor man who walks on in his innocence 
than one who walks on a crooked double path, though he be 
wealthy. (28, 6) 
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Better a poor man who goes on in his innocence 
than one whose lips seek crookedness, and he is the fooll (19, 1) 


The wealthy and the poor, the social classes into which our society is 
divided, are both equally inhibited by a fallacy of judgment. Both are 
equally to blame for each other’s misconceptions. Both rich and poor, 
when assessing someone’s worth, vastly overestimate the importance of 
material possessions. The rich as well as the poor forget that one’s real 
value is determined by different factors entirely. 


The rich man sees his wealth as a citadel of unmatchable height and 
might. The poor man sees it in exactly the same way — and the fact 
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that he has no part in this “citadel” fills his whole being with a rending 
fright. Neither of them takes into consideration that one’s true value lies 
not in the sum of his possessions, but in the way in which they were ac- 
quired. Did he attain them complying with the Torah’s commandments, 
or in defiance of them? A man often forgets that far more valuable than 
riches, gold and silver, are the good name and kind nature of a person, 
attainable only by leading a good life. 


Moreover, both the rich and the poor disregard the consequence of this 
misconception: The very delusion that possessions are a tower of 
strength and a protective wall lulls their owner into such pride and 
haughtiness as to endanger the continuance of his wealth. He is bound 
to become dangerously unscrupulous and thus causes the collapse of his 
“citadel” and his “wall.” 


Overrating material wealth in disregard of its true value precludes any 
mutual understanding between the social classes, which should be based 
on an ethical relationship. The poor man loses faith in his inherent 
dignity as a human being, which in truth no measure of poverty can im- 
pair. He thinks that he cannot hold his head high; his speech sounds like 
tachanunim, supplication. To the rich man, in turn, it never occurs that 
this pauper who is facing him may well surpass him by far, morally and 
spiritually, even though he has no material means. Consequently, his 
every word expresses insolence and overbearing pride. Thus, the 
wealthy deludes the poor, and the poor, in turn, the wealthy. The self- 
humiliation of the poor increases the haughtiness of the rich, and the 
pridefulness of the rich lowers the self-respect of the poor. Because 
Ww 737 0°313NN therefore NY 7Y¥? Wwy) and vice-versa. Is it not true 
that the wealth of a rich man is often the very evidence of his moral 
weakness — while the lack of means of a poor person may well attest to 
his moral strength, which has restrained him from seizing indiscrimin- 
ately upon a donbtful venture into money-making? 


All this is overlooked, more often than not, by our entire society. How 
frequently does wealth, and only wealth, constitute the decisive factor 
on occasions when character and spiritual worth should count most? As 
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from a master, the poor recoils before the wish and desire of the rich 
man and, should he owe him anything, even more so. Everybody seeks 
to ingratiate himself with the wealthy. Impoverishment, on the other 
hand, breaks the bonds even of kinship and previous friendships. Old 
promises, given an impoverished man in better times, vanish like 
shadows never to be caught (or, according to the oral form of the text, 
friends who assured him that they were on his side vanish). He looks for 
the promised sympathy which is not forthcoming... and yet, is not the 
deceived poor man far better than the one who lied to him (who let his 
promises turn to lies) because of his poverty? 


How much better it would be if integrity — no matter how outwardly in- 
significant — counted for more than crafty cunning, though that is 
crowned by chance. A blameless man, though he be poor, is worth more 
than a wealthy man, ever treading on double paths (d’rachayim). For a 
person who has left the single straight road is always ready to step either 
way: to act virtuously where virtue counts, and frivolously where levity 
is in order. 


Such an ish d’rachayim (man of double paths) is often called — in times 
when integrity is discredited — “the man of the middle-of-the-road.” If 
he is wealthy, he is praised by all; everyone courts his favor. Every 
group proudly counts him as its member. Nevertheless, he is not worth 
the dust under the feet of a poor man who walks along the straight road. 
The one who holds on to honesty and integrity, although he remains 
poor in the process, is worth infinitely more than ikkésh s'fathayim, a 
man who, with a nimble tongue, succeeds in searching and finding 


crookedness. 


Yet the text continues, v’hu k’sil, “he is a fool.” Society regards as a 
fool the man who refuses to utter a dishonest word, even for his own ad- 
vantage. (Or, if this refers to ikkésh s’fathayim, no matter how clever he 
seems to be to the world, in reality he is a fool, because he does not 
know the right way and believes that the wrong means will lead him to 


his aim.) 
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INDUSTRY AND INDOLENCE 
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The man greedy for gain troubles his house, 
but he who dislikes [even] gifts attains life. (15, 27) 


vyp? 7372 TIN 
MAY TY yar) 


The wealth that results from vanity will dwindle, 
but he who gathers by his hand shall increase. (13, 11) 
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Do not exert yourself to gather riches, 

desist from your understanding. 

Once you let your eyelids close over it, it no longer exists. 
For quite often it grows wings 

like an eagle and bird of heaven. (23, 4-5) 
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The deliberations of the industrious always lead to advantage, 
but overhaste causes damage. (21, 5) 
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The conscientious is richly blessed, 
but he who hastens to gather wealth cannot keep clean hands. (28, 20) 
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The tiller of his land shall satisfy his hunger with bread, 
but he who chases phantoms is bereft of his senses. (12, 11) 
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The tiller of his land shall satisfy his hunger with bread 
but he who chases phantoms will get his fill of poverty. (28, 19) 
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Even the field of the poor yields plenty of food, 
though some are ruined by disorder and injustice. (13, 23) 
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The worker toils for his own body, 
because his mouth compels him. (16, 26) 
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Better to be lowly esteemed, but one’s own servant, 
than to have haughtiness with lack of bread. (12, 9) 


156 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


WIN YIN 127 
We 7TwE AIAN 
sya 77) TON 


Prepare your work on the outside, 
and make it ready in the fields for your future; 
afterwards, build your house. (24, 27) 
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Be personally concerned with the appearance of your sheep, 
direct your attention to your herds. 

For gathered wealth does not endure forever, 

nor princeliness for generations. 

When the hay is mown and the grass becomes visible 

and the herbs of the mountains are gathered in, 

vou will have sheep for your clothing, 

and bucks for the purchase of a field, 

and there will be goats’ milk enough for your nourishment 
and the food of your household 

and maintenance for your maidens. (27, 23-27) 


In the proverbs of Mishle, an independent livelihood acquired by honest 
effort is very highly regarded. Mere profiteering, without consideration 
whether it is lawful or not. does not bring happiness into the home: 
sooner or later such profit makes for sorrow. Nor should subsistence by 
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charity satisfy us, even if it is bestowed in a way which honors its donor 
and does not humiliate the one who receives it. 


The so-ney mattanoth, the man who hates gifts reaches a truly indepen- 
dent position in life; yichyeh, “he will live” — only if he himself finds 
ways and means to become self-supporting by honest and diligent 
work — disliking even gifts. 


Two qualities should characterize his wealth; it should testify to moral 
dignity, yakar (the opposite of zolel, baseness, meanness), and 711N, it 
should be a product of diligence. Certainly the teachings of Mishlé do 
not advocate acquiring wealth by speculation or a stroke of luck; in any 
case that would not last. Only the kovétz al yad, what is gathered by a 
working hand, will gradually increase. However, hon mé-hevel, a sudden 
windfall, mé-hevel yim‘at, will vanish with the same speed. Such posses- 
sion has no footing, no roots to regenerate it and make it grow; it has 
nothing to rest upon, and so it is bound to vanish again, with the same 
facility as it was come by. A parvenu, who has effortlessly enriched 
himself, soon becomes wasteful. He loves extravagance and his money 
goes as easily as it came, because he believes that he will always be able 
to win it back again and his luck will hold forever. He forgets, though, 
that the big prize in the lottery is rarely drawn a second time. 


The kovétz al yad, on the other hand, knows how hard-won his every 
penny is. He well knows that special hashgachah p’ratith, Heaven’s own 
providential help, is needed to earn an honest living in a lawful way. 
Hence he prizes his earnings as a sacred charge entrusted to him for 
safekeeping — and spending — for purposes pleasing in God’s sight; and 
to that, with a light heart, he gladly consecrates it. His earnings will 
always prosper because they are rooted in firm ground — in the in- 
dustrious work of their owner. 


But even for the thrifty, Mishlé has some advice which should be taken 
to heart: First of all, a/ ti-ga l’ha‘ashir, do not exert yourself to become 
rich: do not let it be your main aim in life to be wealthy. Not the collec- 
tion of riches is the true destination of man. Moreover, to preserve it is 
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just as difficult, perhaps even more so, than to acquire it. You may ac- 
quire it thanks to a momentary opportunity which you were lucky 
enough, perhaps judicious enough, to utilize. Retaining it, however, 
needs unceasing supervision. For your day-to-day requirements, you are 
entitled always to count on heavenly assistance, and you may confident- 
ly pray to the blessed Almighty, “Provide me with my daily needs.” For 
the profitable safekeeping of fortunes, luxuries and riches, on the other 
hand, you are — according to Mishlé — dependent entirely on your own 
“understanding.” Who ever heard anybody pray, “Dear God, make me 
a wealthy man! Let me remain a wealthy man!”? 


Do not believe for a moment that through your own intelligence you can 
protect your possessions without assistance from the blessed Almighty. 
You can never foretell and calculate, merely by your own intelligence, 
all circumstances and situations, existing or future, which may affect 
your wealth. 93n yn37am. You cannot possibly keep your eyes open 
rigidly; you must close your eyes occasionally, whether you want to or 
not. In the same way, you cannot uninterruptedly watch your fortune. 
Before you notice it, your wealth has vanished, because the superfluous 
has wings like an eagle in the clouds and birds in the sky. It flies away; 
you cannot hold it back. Therefore: do not exert yourself for something 
so volatile as money; al ii-ga l’ha‘ashir. Many become rich, but how 
many remain rich? 


A second lesson for the diligent is: be thoughtful! Consider carefully on 
what and for what purpose you are staking your efforts. Do not think 
that preliminary deliberation is time lost, because you may pass up an 
opportunity. The deliberations of a thrifty man, yn miawnn, are 
always to his advantage. Even the possibility that he might have been 
spared a hazardous enterprise is a gain. 


On the other hand, 7x bo), every thoughtless rashness, leads to 
damage — and perhaps mostly so when it succeeds. Once an impetuous 
act succeeds, it easily leads to foolhardiness, a policy of staking all and 
losing all. Deliberate consideration is necessary, and not only so that 
thrift may be crowned with success. At every step of his efforts to earn 
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his livelihood, one needs the most earnest deliberation in order to remain 
an ish emunim, to retain the probity in which alone blessing is solidly 
present. An azz l’ha‘ashir, who is tempted by every opportunity to make 
money and is swept on to thoughtless acts, will not be able to keep his 
integrity. 


A third admonition to the industrious: beware of specters — empty 
projects! The primordial objective for mankind was to work the land, 
and this should be the prototype of our work for sustenance. When a 
farmer invests his strength in tilling his land, when he entrusts the seed 
to the carefully plowed soil, then he does not have to rely on unrealistic 
expectations or imagination. He is entitled to hope that his efforts will be 
crowned with success and his field will yield bread, through God’s help 
in providing sunshine and rain. Your own efforts should be based on a 
similarly rational foundation. Then beware of rékim, phantasmagoria, 
unrealistic projects, promising returns for which any reasonable prere- 
quisite is nonexistent. The one who chases phantoms, 0°p7 410, is 
devoid of sense — 3 10n. 


Finally, Mishle tells us to consider that earning a living does not depend 
on capital —at least not principally on capital. The best and most 
valuable investment is work, combined with contentment and honesty. If 
an impecunious man possesses even the smallest piece of land which he 
can work, it will yield sufficient food. If a farmer becomes ruined, it is 
because he neglects either the right way of agriculture or the right way 
of life (both are called mishpat). 


The true laborer is a free man. He works for himself; his toil and efforts 
have been imposed on him by himself, his own necessities (3X, from 
ukaf, saddle). Even if he must do everything himself and cannot keep a 
servant, even if everyone considers him a servant and not a master — he 
is well off! Better that he be his own servant, not considering work 
demeaning, than believe that he is too good for work and go hungry. 


In conclusion: a tableau, in which Mishleé pictures a simple country life 
of serene and sensible cheerfulness. First, the admonition not to start 
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with marriage, but to begin by preparing one’s land for the future, and 
only afterward to think of starting a household. The advice is further, to 
the best of our understanding, to concentrate initially on sheep breeding 
and ultimately to gain land-property from it. In the mountains and 
plains, pasture for goats and sheep is easily found. The livestock, in turn, 
can provide their owner with whatever is necessary, clothing and nutri- 
tion for himself and his household (characteristically maids, whose place 
the master cannot take — not servants). By the sale of less profitable 
male goats he can gradually get the means for acquiring land. 


Again, however, we have the admonition to participate personally in the 
work, to be personally responsible and personally attentive, even if we 
enjoy inherited prosperity or even princely prosperity. 


For property and prosperity are passing, and not always transferred to 
descendants. The best inheritance for the following generation is the ex- 
ample of industrious, attentive and careful activities. 


Where have the days gone, and when will they return, for us to go back 
to the simple, happy, ancestral way of life? Yet even if we are very far 
away from such conditions and must find our own livelihood in entirely 
different areas, we can well learn a lesson for our own lives from the 
spirit which speaks out of this tableau in Mishle, the spirit of a simple 
and contented life, the spirit of industry and activity, the spirit of careful 
attention and love of work, the spirit of refusing to give oneself airs. It 
would be well if this were our own and our children’s heritage, and that 
the saying in Koheleth 7, 29, would not hold so true for ourselves: OPON 
O37 M3wWN wp. 7m) Ww? ONT NX Mwy God has created man 
straightforward — but they invented many calculations. The “many 
calculations” are the enemies of our happiness. 
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Go to the ant, sluggard, 
consider her ways and become wise. 
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She has no overseer, superior, or ruler. 

She prepares her bread in the summer, 

and gathers her food in the harvest. 

And you, sluggard, how long will you lie? 
When will you arise from your sleep? 

Yet a little sleep, a little slumber, 

a little folding of the hands to rest, 

and, like a wanderer, your poverty will come, 
and your want, as an armed man. (6, 6-11) 
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I passed by the field of a lazy man, 


and by the vineyard of a man devoid of understanding, 


and I saw everything come up in thistles; 
the surface was covered with thorns, 

and the stone wall was torn down. 

This I saw and set my heart to it, 

I saw it and learnt the lesson: 
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Yet a little sleep, a little slumber, 

a little folding of the hands to rest, 

and your poverty will stalk you; 

your want will come as an armed man. (24, 30-34) 
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Love not sleep, lest you come to poverty. 
Have your eyes open, and you shall have bread aplenty. (20, 13) 
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Laziness brings on deep sleep, 
but the idle soul will go hungry. (19, 15) 
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Because of the winter’s cold, the lazy one will not plow. 
Therefore he shall search in harvest time and find nothing. (20, 4) 
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The soul of the lazy one longs, but finds nothing, 
while the soul of the diligent shall be satisfied with plenty. (13, 4) 
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The yearning of the lazy one will destroy him, 
for his hand refuses to work; 
all his days he indulges in longing. 


The righteous, however, even spends and does not hold back. (21, 
25—26) 
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The hand which does not do its duty will cause poverty, 
while the working hand of a diligent man brings wealth. (10, 4) 
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The hand of the diligent will reach mastery, 
while negligent laxity will cause dependence. (12, 24) 
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Laxity will not bring its prey to roast; 


a man’s wealth becomes worthy only by diligence. (12, 27) 
2WD J2 Y7P22 TaN 
:WI 2 V¥e22 OF 


[Even] in summer, the wise son gathers in, 


but a disappointing son sleeps in harvest time. (10, 5) 
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The lazy man says: There is a lion outside, 
I shall be murdered in the streets. (22, 13) 
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The lazy man says: There is a jackal in the way, 
a lion in the streets. 
The door is already turning on its hinges, 
and the sluggard is still on his bed. 
The sluggard already puts his hand on the plate, 
but is too lazy to bring it to his mouth. 
The lazy man is wiser in his own eyes 
than seven sensible counselors. (26, 13—16) 


in the teachings of Mishlé there is great emphasis on opposing the vice 
of sloth and idleness, and on rousing us to energetic and industrious ac- 
tivity. They never cease to portray to the lazy person the ridiculous and 
absurd as well as the unfortunate consequences of his behavior. 


Particularly interesting is the term r’miyah, repeatedly used in Mishlé to 
signify the opposite of industry. This expression, which is usually found 
in an ethical connotation— meaning deceit—is here used in an 
economic context as the opposite of industry, thus meaning sloth, 
idleness, negligence, etc. And in truth the person who does not spend his 
life and the spiritual and physical powers which were bestowed upon 
him for their manifest purpose does commit deceit. He betrays the 
sacred charge and opportunity entrusted to him; he betrays his Maker, 
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who grants him his strength, by failing in the duty which is expected 
from him in return; and he betrays the world which his actions should 
benefit. Consequently, the very air that a lazy person breathes can be 
considered theft. 


The meaning of r’miyah is also found in the expression kesheth r’miyah, 
signifying a projectile which deceives the one who releases it by not go- 
ing off, or even turning back upon him instead of hurtling in the intended 
direction. 


Let us suppose, though, that someone does not possess this sense of 
duty; yet necessity and the natural instinct for self-preservation should 
urge him on to use his time in diligent work like an ant. Riches have to 
be searched out, but poverty approaches by itself; it finds its way to 
whoever dreams his time away, leaving his hands folded in his lap. 
Furthermore, once want has arrived, it is like an “armed man” — dif- 
ficult to fight. One needs only a little bit of observation in order to learn 
the value of industry and diligence from the fate of the lazy! 
{O) 

Even wealth which is already in existence can be lost by laziness. The 
consequences of negligent indolence are poverty, hunger, unrequited 
longing for elementary necessities, and humiliating subordination. Even 
if a lazy person has a stroke of luck, his laziness prevents him from 
making proper use of it — because of r’miyah. Not being used to dis- 
ciplined work, 17°¥ J1M X? — he eats raw whatever fell to his share even 
without his volition. Or: it gets away again, leaving him unable to 
prepare it for consumption. 


4p? OFX 7171 A man’s wealth acquires dignity only by being 717N 710, the 
wealth of an industrious person. Or: hon adam, human wealth, should 
have two characteristics: it should be yakar, ethically sound (the op- 
posite of zolel, base, mean) and charutz, it must bear the mark of in- 


dustry. 


Indolence also amounts to culpable negligence where the acquisition of 
knowledge and education is concerned. There too, laziness means 
betraying the Creator who has given us our strength and capabilities. 
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S:2wn Ja, the son who diligently uses his mind, differs, by his industry, 
already in his youth from wa» 73, the one who betrays justified expecta- 
tions by his indolence. The diligent son already “gathers in summer,” is 
already rich in knowledge and education before the actual harvest-time 
has begun; while the lazy son wastes even the time of spiritual harvest in 
deep slumber. ; 


The mirror that Mishlé holds up to the lazy person shows him two 
things: his laughable faculty for inventing excuses to shirk a required ac- 
tivity, and the ridiculously sorry light in which he appears. He is still 
turning over in his bed, while the door of the diligent already turns on its 
hinges; he sits with open mouth and cannot make up his mind to bring a 
bite to his mouth! 


Indolence, however, constitutes a fatal hindrance not only in earning a 
living and acquiring an education. No matter what the area where one 
wishes to do anything, either for himself or for others, to fulfill any task 
at all, laziness is always in the way. Therefore, as a general rule, Mishlé 
says: 
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“The way of the sluggard is as a hedge of thorns, 
but the path of the upright is paved.” (15, 19) 
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“As vinegar to the teeth and as smoke to the eyes, 
thus is the sluggard to them that send him.” (10, 26) 


While the opposite of yy is usually 7°75, in this context the word ow? 
is used as the antonym (in the plural) of 9¥¥. Yashar is a man whose 
thoughts and will are directed exclusively upon the aim which has been 
set for him by his sense of duty and destination. Such a person can easi- 
ly overcome very real difficulties thanks to his straight way of life. His 
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orach, his way, also in social relationships, is always even, goes ever 
straight upwards; for this is what s’lulah actually means. The sluggish 
person, however, never gets ahead; his name, atzél (related to tx, but 
having the tzadi sound), designates a progression which is constantly 
battling obstacles. 


The atzél shrinks back before real difficulties, and in his laziness he finds 
obstructions even where there are none. Even if he endeavors to pursue 
some objective in which he may be interested, his way is always like a 
hedge of thorns. Should he have to carry out an errand for someone 
else, he proves to be like vinegar to the thirsty, and smoke to one who is 
lighting a fire in order to see. Instead of having their purpose fulfilled, 
the former gets his teeth blunted, and the latter remains with smarting 
eyes. Instead of carrying out an order, the lazy one causes his employer 
only annoyance. 


Vill 


THE PROPER USE OF WEALTH 


23 PR) WYN w? 

lal nm wwinnn 
jwWy wWR-wW)] 1D5 
Ta YRY-N? WI 


There is one who considers himself rich and has nothing; 

there is one who thinks himself poor and has great wealth. 
The ransom of a man’s soul are his riches, 

and poor is he who has listened to no warning. (13, 7-8) 
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One man spends freely, and thereby obtains more, 
while another withholds more than is right, only to suffer want. (11, 24) 
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He who withholds from the poor to increase his ewn wealth 
[believes he] adds to his own riches, but it will only lead to want. (22, 16) 
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He who withholds from the poor insults his Maker, 
but he who is gracious to the needy honors Him. (14, 31) 
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He who is greedy for wealth is envious, 
and does not know that want shall come upon him. (28, 22) 
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He who gives to the poor shall not lack [because of it] 
but he who averts his eyes will reap adversity. (28, 27) 


What is it that makes a man rich? Certainly not hoarded wealth, but 
rather that which is being spent on purposes pleasing in God’s sight. 
How many people believe themselves to be rich and, in fact, own 
nothing of value! Others, again, may think themselves poor and possess 
valuable, imperishable fortunes. 


God put man on this earth and spread the world at his feet. Now, what 
is man’s kofer nefesh, atonement for his soul, ransom for his existence, if 
not the conversion of the world’s transitory goods into spiritual, ethical, 
timeless treasures? Having been created in His image, man should 
implant on earth the values of truth, morality, justice and love, and 
cultivate them with everything in his power and means. What is it that 
justifies his existence? How can even the act of self-preservation become 
fulfillment of duty towards God? Certainly not by the accumulation of 
material possessions, but by the right and proper use of the means and 
abilities that he finds at his disposal. The part of his property which he 
gives to others sanctifies even that part which he keeps and uses for 
himself, provided he keeps and uses it to be able to apply his energies 
even more properly and beneficially. 


This is what (WY WX WD) 11D means: the justification to live in time 
and eternity is gained by dispensing charity. A man’s real wealth, accor- 
dingly, is the money he has used for the benefit of his soul. Whatever 
you accumulate will be forfeited; whatever you use in accordance with 
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the commandments will remain your property forever. (Compare Ex- 
odus 30, 12; Psalms 49, 7—9.) 


And who is really property-less? — the man who may have money but is 
unable to interpret the warnings which reach him through God’s instruc- 
tions or through the fate which God sends him in order to teach him 
how to use his wealth in compliance with the commandments. Although, 
outwardly, he may be the owner of wealth, he remains [inwardly] poor. 
Our proverb warns us: His wealth will grow wings; and once this has 
happened, he has missed his opportunity to earn those possessions 
which will never “fly away.” 


That is what Mishlé means when it teaches that many a person believes 
himself rich and is in reality poor. Again, many another who has spent 
all his days doing good and trying to fulfill his obligations may well 
think himself poor, never realizing how many treasures he has collected 
for his eternal life. Such a person never remembers today what he has 
accomplished the day before, but merely welcomes with every new day 
his new task. Someone can therefore be mfazzér, spend more than he is 
in duty bound, yet become richer with every such expenditure, provided 
the aims for which he gives his wealth are among those that provide 
kofer nafsho, ransom for his soul. To give less than is right, however, 
leaves him a pauper in the ethical dimension. 


We call charity z’dakah; not a free-will offering, but tz’dakah, with the 
connotation of tzedek, justice. Therefore, to withhold from the poor 
what is due him becomes literally pPwiy, denial of justice. 91 pwiy, 
whoever denies to the poor what he owes him, in the belief that as a 
result he himself will keep more, is seriously mistaken. Moreover, to 
deny a poor person the gift due him constitutes a veritable irreverence 
toward his Creator. In whose name, after all, does this impecunious man 
come to us? He approaches us in the name of his Creator and the 
Shaper of his fate! He presents to us a bill from the blessed Almighty, 
drawn upon ourselves. Certainly, if we want to treat him harshly, he 
must humbly submit, not having any recourse to a human court of 
justice. But whoever does not honor his claim, expresses his lack of 
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respect for the One who has sent the poor man to us. To be merciful to 
an evyon, a man in need, on the other hand, means to honor the blessed 
Almighty. 
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The benevolent soul shall be gratified, 
and he who refreshes shall be refreshed himself. (11, 25) 
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A kindly man leaves inheritance to his children’s children, 
but the wealth of the sinner is stored away for the righteous. (13, 22) 


This is the case where one’s whole being is happy to dispense blessings, 
not only out of a sense of duty or reasoning. Such a soul knows no 
greater happiness than to be “God’s almsgiver,” His manager or dis- 
penser of charity, spreading blessing all around him. Such a person 
t’dushan, gains incomparable bliss, far greater than the one who receives 
from him the help to alleviate his misfortunes. For no matter how large 
his gift may be, it always remains within human limits. However, 77170) 
N71 NIT OA — whoever heartens a languishing soul, as the rain moistens 
a parched field, feels in that moment an even greater freshness in 
himself, as if he himself were like rain. (The last word is spelled with an 
alef, though, to preclude —in this moment of supreme bliss -- an 
overweening thought, which would undo the entire merit.) 


Furthermore, according to these proverbs of our sacred Scripture, the 
good deeds of a man will benefit his children and grandchildren for 
generations, while ill-gotten and ill-administered money will not last. 
Instead, tzafun, in a concealed way, it will ultimately reach the hands of 


the benevolent. 
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Where no cattle are, the manger remains clean; 
much harvesting, however, lies in the strength of an ox. (14, 4) 
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He who withholds grain, the people curse him, 
but blessings shall abide upon him who sells it. (11, 26) 


In these two sentences, Mishlé wishes, if we understand it properly, to 
teach us two additional lessons. It is true that if these teachings are not 
observed, no injustice is involved; yet they should be observed from a 
purely rational point of view. 


In the first place, Mishlé points out that economy may at times be un- 
timely and irrational. For example, a man might not keep an ox for 
plowing, so as to saVe on feed and keep the stall or the manger clean! 
Such unwise parsimony brings a sad reckoning at harvest-time. A wise 
outlay at the proper time, however, will make for profit. 


Another piece of advice which Mishle gives us is that we would do well, 
in planning our business undertakings, to listen not only to the voice of 
justice and reason, but also to the voice of the people. Even if there is 
nothing wrong or unjust in our profit-making, still, if public opinion dis- 
approves or objects, we should rather forego this particular way of gain. 
This is exactly the thought that our Sages find in the Torah’s words, 
ONTW ND) “9 OP} OnM, “and you shall be free of obligation to the 
Lord and to Israel’ (Numbers 32, 22). It is also included in the 
teachings of Pirké Avoth: Rabbi said: Which is the right course that a 
man should choose for himself? — That which is an honor for him who 
acts, but at the same time brings him honor from mankind. 
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Whatever we undertake should, first of all, be fair and honest in itself. In 
addition, however, we are to take into consideration the judgment of 
people and proceed with our enterprise only if public opinion does not 
object. In illustration of this maxim, the proverb brings as an example 
the grain trade. A grain merchant may keep back his stores, speculating 
on a rise in prices, a practice which in other lines of business might be 
quite acceptable. In his case, however, the public may curse him, while 
another trader who sells willingly may earn its blessing [since grain is an 
essential element in the food supply]. Basically, the one does not deserve 
more praise than the other, since both are merely interested in making a 
profit. Nevertheless, we should always take into account any prejudice 
involved in such and similar business ventures and not be tempted ex- 
clusively by the profit they offer. 


IX 


ACTS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS AND 
KINDLY JUSTICE 
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Do not withhold good from one to whom it is due, 
when it is in your power to do it. (3, 27) 


It is highly significant that the Jewish code of law demands of us, with 
every stringency of a legal obligation, to carry out actions which others 
could ask from us as an act of charity, but not claim as due them by 
right. As soon as we are in a position to do good to our neighbor, we are 
to consider him as ~9y2, as someone entitled to demand it from us, and 
we are not to deny him any benefit that we are able to grant him. God 
has given legal title to any person who is in need of help or support, to 
claim from us by the word of His law what no man could demand by his 
own rights. 
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Whoever withholds from the poor what is due him 
in order to increase his own [gain] 
gives it to the rich, only to diminish his property. (22, 16) 
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Do not rob the poor because he is poor, 
and do not oppress one who depends upon society; 
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for God fights for their cause 
and strikes those who strike them, to their very life. (22, 22-23) 
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Whoever closes his ears to the cry of a poor man, 
he too shall cry out and not be answered. (21, 13) 
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Whoever gives to the poor will have no loss, 
but one who averts his eyes shall have many curses. (28, 27) 
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Rescue them who are in the grip of death 

and are bound to be slain if you withdraw, 

if you say, “Behold, we did not know this.” 

But He who gauges the hearts understands, 

and He who guards your soul knows; 

and He shail render to each man according to his action. (24, 11—12) 


Let no one believe that the charity or alms he gives to the poor are taken 
from his own property. According to God’s laws of duty, whatever is 
due to the poor belongs to them already, and is no longer the property 
of the well-to-do. If the wealthy man nevertheless keeps this property of 


176 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


the poor man for himself, adding it to his own, he will not increase his 
wealth by such an act. Every penny due the poor man that is denied him 
causes loss of property, and instead of increase, it will bring the wealthy . 
man want. 


From a poor man who possesses nothing, nothing can be stolen. 
However, even if he has no possessions, for that very reason he has a 
claim on the obligation of the well-to-do. This claim is his property, and 
whoever takes no notice of it defrauds him. Let no one become guilty of 
such robbery. Let no community neglect these claims, granted by God 
to the destitute and dependent in its midst, just because in this world 
they cannot bring action against us. True, among men they cannot sue; 
and before a human judge they can make no appeal; but their lawyer is 
God! He is their Judge too, and He knows how to apprehend those who 
put the existence of the poor in jeopardy by ignoring their claim for the 
fulfillment of our duty. 


Whoever turns a deaf ear to the anguish of the unfortunate cannot ex- 
pect God to listen to his own cry for help; and a person who averts his 
eyes from the misery of his fellow-man should not believe for a minute 
that he will find shelter under God’s protection and benefit from His 
blessing on his own ventures and possessions. 


By God’s will, we are in duty bound to help and rescue our brethren 
whenever poverty oppresses them, and whenever their life, health or 
welfare is endangered. Woe to us if we pretend ignorance about the 
danger that threatens our fellow-man. The omniscient God looks into 
our hearts and knows whether we are aware of our neighbor’s plight or 
not. God, the Keeper of our souls, examines them, and He sees whether 
we are worthy of His protection; and He rewards everyone according to 


his actions. 
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for he gave from his bread to the poor. (22, 9) 
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The righteous man knows the soul of his animal, 
but the compassion of the wicked is cruelty. (12, 10) 
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He who despises his neighbor sins, 
but one who is gracious to the humble strides towards happiness. 
(14, 21) 
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One who graciously gives to the poor lends to God, 
and He pays him his reward. (19, 17) 


Blessings await a man who is glad about the blessings of his neighbor 
and looks kindly on his neighbor’s prosperity. Such a person surely can- 
not enjoy his own food when next to him a poor man goes hungry. In 
fact, he will not eat before he gives some of his food to the poor, for he 
considers it his own only after he has shared it. 


Our moral obligations, as taught to us by the Divine law, educate us 
toward a feeling of active duty in the face of suffering. A person who has 
been educated and guided toward such duty-fulfillment and righteous 
behavior by the principles of the Divine law will be mindful even of the 
needs of the animals which depend upon him, to spare their strength and 
provide for their wants, whenever the Law requires him to do so. By 
contrast, when someone’s pity is not rooted in the Law but derives from 
his own inclination, he can just as easily become cruel as compas- 
sionate, depending upon his mood, momentary state of mind, or some 
presumptive notion of his own. 
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At times an unfortunate person presents an unattractive appearance, as 
a result of his misery and poverty. Woe to him who lets himself be in- 
duced to contempt by a man’s run-down appearance; blessings upon 
him who is used to seeing through the often repellent exterior of such an 
unfortunate person, right through to his innermost yearning for compas- 
sion; and who, by a comforting act of duty, lifts up his spirit. 


The poor man, who appeals to our obligatory sense of duty, presents us 
with a draft [a check or promissory note, as it were] drawn upon God. 
Fortunate is the person who duly honors his draft, for God considers 
that man His creditor, and He shall not fail to reimburse him. 
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A charitable gift made in secret can overcome anger, 
and [like] a hidden bribe [can stay] strong wrath. (21, 14) 
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By charity and good faith, iniquity is expiated, 
and by the fear of God, as [proven by] departure from evil. (16, 6) 
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It is a snare to a man to set his hands on something holy, 
and to look after it later by making vows. (20, 25) 


A charitable gift presented secretly, in particular if even the one who 
receives it does not know who the donor is, is in the nature of an atone- 
ment. Such an act of charity, which is completely free of any self- 


ACTS OF RIGHTEOUSNESS 179 


interest, has the power of restraining God’s anger, even if it has already 
been deserved. It has an influence comparable to the effect of a secret 
bribe on a human judge. In other words, an act of charity can atone for 
a sinful past, provided it is prompted by true fear of God as proven by 
the sincere decision to refrain from evil in the future. But if someone 
violates God’s sanctuary with the premeditation to redeem himself later 
by vows and solemn promises, he acts under a serious misconception. 
The charity that he later vows and gives, instead of being an atonement, 
becomes part and parcel of his transgression. 
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Do not say to your neighbor, “Go and come again, 
and I will give you tomorrow,” while it is now with you. (3, 28) 


This adage demands of us to attend punctually to the fulfillment of our 
obligations. We are to meet those engagements demanded of us 
without delay, and not postpone till tomorrow what we are able to do to- 
day. 
© 
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Do not be one of those who shake hands, 

or of those who are guarantors for debts. 

If you will not be able to pay, 

why should he take your bed from underneath you? (22, 26-27) 
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A thoughtless man gives a handshake, 
gives a guarantee for his neighbor. (17, 18) 
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He who guarantees for a stranger shall suffer serious damage, 
but he who hates handshake-transactions shall remain secure. (11, 15) 
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Take his garment, because he has given security for a stranger; 
and for a strange woman, hold him in pledge. (27, 13) 
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My son, if you have guaranteed for your neighbor, 
if you have given your handshake for a stranger, 
have become ensnared by the words of your mouth, 
have been caught by the words of your mouth — 

do this, in any way you can, my son, and save yourself; 
for you have come into the hands of your neighbor: 
Go, humble yourself to the dust, 

and acknowledge the power of your neighbor. 

Do not give sleep to your eyes 

nor slumber to your eyelids. 

Save yourself as a gazelle from the [hunter’s] hand 
and as a bird from the snare. (6, 1—5) 
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All of these proverbs caution us primarily not to take it upon ourselves 
to guarantee the debts of others. In a wider sense, however, these 
adages, repeated with such striking frequency, warn us of taking upon 
ourselves any obligations within the broad concept of 7219Y¥ or nia4y, 
security for situations where we can exert no influence. Presumably, 
such situations will never arise, but their occurrence or non-occurrence 
is entirely beyond our control. For this, after all, is the characteristic of 
any guarantee: One gives it under the assumption that its beneficiary will 
himself live up to his obligations and the guarantor will never be 
troubled. These proverbs mean to show us the shaky foundations which 
are at the basis of such engagements, and to make sure we realize that 
we may be faced with the contrary of what we assume, in which case the 
consequences are likely to be most unfavorable. Once a promise has 
been made, it remains binding and may well prove to be a self-set trap. 


The concept of giving security by a handshake that entangles us in 
obligation includes all actions that put us under an obligation for situa- 
tions over whose happening we have no control; while we suppose they 
will never occur, it is still beyond our power to prevent their occurrence. 
We are warned, in particular, not to give security for any bets, games, or 
similar gambling-ventures. 


It is noteworthy that in chapter 17, verse 18, the expression used is ac- 
tually not “for” your neighbor, but 7359, “before” your neighbor. This 
may be on account of the following consideration: In general, it is much 
more difficult to refuse a request for a guarantee than to refuse a request 
for a loan. If a person will not give a guarantee, it can only be due to his 
lack of confidence (in the borrower), while the refusal to give a loan may 
after all be because a man lacks the means to give it. Thus it might be 
more difficult to refuse a guarantee to the lender 71D, in presence of, the 
one who requests the loan, than in his absence. However this may be, all 
these proverbs teach the danger of each and every guarantee, so that 
even in the presence of the person in question it would be mindlessness 


to be lulled into giving it. 


Should we nevertheless have entered upon such an obligation, our 
proverbs advise us not to give our eyes sleep but to do everything possi- 
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ble, even by making sacrifices, to be released from it, rather than remain 
saddled with it into the insecurity of an unfathomable future. 
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Like clouds and wind, and no rain forthcoming, 
so is a man who boasts with false gifts. (25, 14) 


:TMy ofa Wa nvaD 


Like a loose tooth and a slipping foot 
is the promise of a faithless man on a day of need. (25, 19) 


Here the talk of a man who promises plentiful gifts, but whose promises 
prove to be so many lies, is compared to clouds and wind: To the expec- 
tant farmer they look promising, but his hopes are shattered when the 
expected rain is not forthcoming. Even more pernicious are promises of 
assistance in times of need, which, when the need arises, prove to be 
faithless. They are likened to a loose tooth and a slipping foot on which 
we depend, yet which, at the time they are most needed, leave us in the 
lurch. 
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Tron sharpens iron, 
and a man sharpens the mind of his friend. (27, 17) 


As water reflects face to face, 
so the heart of man to man. (27, 19) 
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He who isolates himself looks to fulfill selfish desires; 
this shows itself in each essential action. (18, 1) 


Nothing so influences the faculties of the mind as communication with 
friends who strive toward the same goal. Our thinking is shaped and 
corrected only through the exchange of thoughts with others. An intel- 
lect which depends entirely upon itself is prone to stagnation, or to fan- 
tasies and erroneous ideas. 


Just as the communication of minds results in mutual improvement, so 
too the association of similarly attuned hearts. As a face is reflected in 
clear water, so kindred hearts find their sentiments, feelings and convic- 
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tions reflected in one another; and at the same time they may recognize 
in this reflection such blemishes as should be removed. So we find enjoy- 
ment in the pure and good traits of our friend, and benefit from the 
strengthening and support of each other’s characters. 


Isolation, on the other hand, brings neither intellectual nor ethical gain; 
neither does it lead to Mwin. This term 7°wWin is a concept for which we 
lack the exact definition, but it refers to the energetic effectuation of any 
real purpose (the word is derived from Ww’). Thus 7°win definitely calls 
for the cooperation, and accordingly the joining, of as many like-minded 
friends as possible. When a man is 5), when he withdraws from 
everyone and everything, when nobody is good enough to merit his as- 
sociation, when all communal matters are of no concern to him and he 
refuses to cooperate in anything — let him try to explain his seclusion by 
whatever excuse he wishes, if he honestly examines his heart he will find 
some egotistic motive for his isolation, even if only a selfish desire for 
renown. 
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A man of many comrades is good for companionship, 
but there is a friend who is more closely attached than a brother. (18, 
24) 


The kind of harmony of mind and spirit that is at the basis of friendship 
exists only between few. We can have many companions, but only few 
friends. Someone who has succeeded in finding the lifelong treasure of a 
really true friend may be called fortunate indeed. However, a person 
who has many companions, being “a friend of all the world,” may be 
suited for sociability, but as a rule he lacks the depth of feeling which 
makes for real friendship. 


Friends become at times more deeply attached to one another than 
brothers. Mere blood-relationship as a rule, taken by itself, does not 
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have this effect of a strong bond. Common descent is an external factor; 
and while belonging to the same family confers upon its members com- 
mon mentality and tendencies, which should actually provide a ready 
basis for a happy friendship, the very proximity and parallel course of 
development in a family present many opportunities for friction and 
misunderstandings which cause differences before there has been a 
chance for true mutual appreciation and esteem. Friendship, on the 
other hand, is founded on choice, and the very fact that it has developed 
guarantees that the hearts and minds have come to know, appreciate 
and esteem one another. Accordingly, many a friend is more closely 
“related” than a brother. And yet, the peak of a community of souls is 
found when brothers are also friends, and the bonds of the soul are 
woven from strands of both family relation and friendship, as expressed 
by David the Psalmist: 3m? 02 O°nN Naw, “for brothers to dwell together 
in unity” (Psalms 133, 1). 
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The heart knows the bitterness of its soul, 
and with its joy too no stranger can interfere. (14, 10) 
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A friend loves at all times, 
and becomes as a brother in adversity. (17, 17) 
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Oil and incense gladden the heart, 
and the sweetness of friends’ relations more than self-counsel. 
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Your own friend and the friend of your father do not forsake, 
and on the day of your misfortune do not come to your relative’s house; 
better is a near neighbor than a far brother. (27, 9-10) 


No outsider can fathom the depth of a heart’s sorrow, nor can he 
measure its joy. A candid friend, however, proves his friendship in joy 
and in sorrow, and through this faithful participation he becomes a 
brother in need. What a mother’s womb is to brothers, a community of 
life experiences is to friends; and this shows itself most clearly in times 
of distress. Friendship is beneficial in good and in bad days, but it is in 
times of trouble that we can best appreciate the “brother” that we have 
gained by acquisition. 


The enjoyment we find in communication with a true friend is com- 
parable to the physical refreshment provided by ointment and perfume, 
and such communication is far better than what we can gain if we have 
only ourselves to consult. 


You will do well to cultivate the companionship of a person who has 
proven himself to be a faithful friend to you or to your parents’ house. 
His friendship may be more valuable than family relationships; in times 
of trouble you can count on it more surely than on relatives. A neighbor 
who has already proven himself sympathetic to you is better than a 
brother who has remained at a distance. 
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Many call someone the man of their sympathy, 
but who shall find a man of dependable faith? (20, 6) 


Do not be hasty to call someone your friend, and do not consider 
everyone your companion who calls himself so. There are far more peo- 
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ple who reckon themselves our friends, or whom we call friends, than 
actually prove their friendship when the need arises. 
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Have you found honey? Eat as much as is enough for you, 

lest you be filled with it and throw it up. 

Make your foot dear by restraining it from the house of your neighbor, 
lest he become fed up with you, and be antagonistic. (25, 16—17) 


If you are fortunate enough to have a friend, try not to make yourself 
burdensome by too many visits, even if you have cause to believe that 
your visits are welcome. One can become weary of too much of a good 
thing! 


XI 
STRIFE AND ANGER 
Dyn OFN-OY Ww-oN 
TY] 722 N2-ON 
Do not quarrel with a man without cause 
if he has done you no harm. (3, 30) 
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He who loves strife, loves crime; 
whoever makes his threshhold high looks for an accident. (17, 19) 
277 N2Y WRN? TWHaz 
:VPAN? PK} 
It is an honor for a man to keep aloof from strife, 
but a fool makes [his foolishness] obvious. (20, 3) 
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Hatred stirs up strife, 
but love covers up all transgressions. (10, 12) 


Quarrelling can become a passion. No matter what the object may be, a 
quarrelsome person enjoys making retorts. He likes to be right always, 
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and to have the last word; he quarrels for the sake of quarrelling. Be 
aware of such a tendency. If you are forced to have a dispute with 
someone, then it should be solely because by his misbehavior he has 
given you a very good reason for it. 


Do not think that a quarrel is of no account. You can never foresee what 
it may lead to in the end. In the excitement of the dispute, you or your 
adversary may easily commit some wrong. Only a person who does not 
shirk from doing wrong likes to quarrel. Hence, whoever wishes to avoid 
wrongdoing, for himself and for others, let him keep away from dispute 
and avoid any occasion for friction. Whoever does not want others to 
stumble, let him not make his threshold too high. 


It honors a man to remain calm and not let himself be drawn into a 
quarrel even if he has good cause for it. Only a fool does not avoid dis- 
pute, and thereby he makes his foolishness obvious. 


Hatred is not the outcome of a quarrel; it is the cause of it. If two people 
have unfriendly feelings towards each other, they take offense at 
anything and everything between them. Love, however, is forgiving and 
pardons even serious wrongs. 
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It is like grasping the ears of a dog 
to become passionate over a quarrel which does not concern one. (26, 
17) 
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Do not go out hastily to quarrel; 
think what you will have to do in the end, 
when your neighbor covers you with shame. 
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Have your quarrel out with your neighbor, 
but the secret of another do not reveal; 
your listener may favor you again, 

but your aspersions will remain. (25, 8—10) 


Disputes are compared to biting animals. Do not meddle if a quarrel 
does not concern you. If you mix in, you are (as it were) grasping the ear 
of a biting animal: it will let go of its previous adversary and direct its at- 
tacks at you. So even if you have a good reason for dispute, consider 
carefully whether you should let yourself be involved. For even if you 
have firmly resolved to conclude the matter with calm composure, you 
can never foresee how far your opponent will let himself go. He might 
cover you with insults that you cannot leave unanswered. 


If you nevertheless should become involved in a quarrel, keep to your 
own business and do not entangle someone else in it. This might bring 
you to utter v7 Nw (evil tale-bearing); and while you and your adver- 
sary may come to terms and become reconciled, the slander you have 
spoken, which has harmed a third party, cannot be “unsaid.” 
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A brother who has been offended [becomes more inaccessible] than a 
strong city, 


and quarrels separate more than the bolt of a castle. (18, 19) 


If two members of a family have become estranged by insults or other 
grievances, their reconciliation is often very difficult to achieve. It is 
compared to “entry into a fortified city,” and the discord between them 
is likened to the bolts of a castle, which are hard to move. 
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If you have made a fool of yourself by being overbearing, 

or [even] if you have [merely] thought it, [put] your hand to your mouth. 
For churning milk brings forth butter, 

and pressing the nose, blood, 

and pressure on patience brings strife. (30, 32—33) 


If you have overreached yourself by boasting, or even if you heve mere- 
ly been taken by an overbearing thought, better keep still. Do not voice 
the thought. If, to your shame, you have already given utterance to your 
arrogant statement, then at least do not maintain it and insist on it. 
Nothing so provokes contradiction as arrogant contentions. Like butter- 
fat in milk and blood in the nose, the tendency to contradiction is pre- 
sent in every person. And just as the churning of milk causes the forma- 
tion of butter and pressure on the nose brings on bleeding, so continuous 
irritation can provoke even the most patient person to angry contradic- 
tion. (0°DX occurs only once in the sense of anger — in Daniel 11, 20. 
Otherwise it always denotes a “‘striving desire.” Hence 0°DX 718 denotes 
a person who gives his “striving desires” time, and is thus patient and 
forbearing. The opposite is O°DX 1¥?, an impatient, short-tempered 
person; see Genesis 2, 7 and Exodus 15, 8. Other proverbs relating to 
disputes have been explained above, in chapter 3.) 
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An irascible man stirs up Strife, 
and a man of wrath [commits] much transgression. (29, 22) 
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A wrathful man stirs up strife, 
but a forbearing person calms conflict. (15, 18) 
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Do not associate with a man of temper, 

and do not approach a man of wrath, 

lest you learn his ways 

and bring on danger to your soul. (22, 24-25) 
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Rage is cruel and anger is overwhelming, 
and who can withstand jealous rage! (27, 4) 


72a DDN FW aiv 
:yy I> inna Symi 


A man of forbearing excels over a hero, 
and he who controls his emotions is better than the conqueror of a city. 
(16, 32) 


These proverbs emphasize how destructive a vehement disposition, 
which gives rise easily enough to rage and fury, can be, even in its less 
violent forms. On the other hand, they illustrate how much blessing is in- 
herent in patience and forbearing. In the vicinity of a short-tempered 
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person there is no tranquillity; his angry rages will rob him of his senses 
and of whatever gentleness he might have. He will talk and act in a way 
that he would avoid in times of calm consideration; and once his anger 
has been dispelled and calm has returned, he will deeply regret his words 
and remember them with shame. 


It is interesting to note that, according to these proverbs, angry 
vehemence is contagious. In associating with a short-tempered person, 
one can easily adopt his bad qualities for oneself. Perhaps this is 
because, very often, short-tempered people are quite respected and have 
a good and kind character, so that one feels attracted to them and lets 
their example influence his own character. 


We should counteract any inclination to anger from the start, from 
earliest youth. For if we let this tendency raise its head, self-control 
becomes progressively more difficult. Anger can become as uncontrol- 
lable as an inundating flood which can no longer be resisted. In fact the 
awareness of one’s own short-temperedness should be its strongest 
deterrent, for surely one’s anger, this unfortunate, destructive flaw in his 
character, is as disagreeable to him as it is to those around him. Surely 
he would like to rid himself of this vice — but he believes himself unable 
to do so, and therefore he expects everyone else to bear with him. Then 
why is he not as patient with the faults of those around him as he ex- 
pects them to be with him? Why does he fly into a rage at those faults? 


It follows that this task of self-control is an obvious one; and yet it is 
rated as being so difficult that a person who succeeds in it deserves far 
more praise and fame than the conquering hero of a city. 
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A man who has shown patience has shown intelligence, 
and it is his glory to overlook an offense inflicted on him. (19, 11) 
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He who is in great wrath shall suffer punishment; 
if you come to his rescue, you merely add aggravation. (19, 19) 
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He who is patient gains insight, 
but one who is impatient acquires folly as his portion. (14, 29) 


Someone who tolerates a good deal from others is usually despised. Peo- 
ple believe that he compromises his dignity by keeping silent if he has 
suffered an offense. In fact, however, the man who can control his 
anger, disregard an unfairness and forget it, is sensible. Forgiveness is 
the mark of nobility. 


Once a person is caught in the throes of a towering rage, he can hardly 
be helped anymore; and he will have to bear the consequences, which 
may prove very unfortunate. A neighbor may try to save him and his 
victim by persuasion, but he will only succeed in incensing him more. 


We have learned that patience is a valuable quality, and impatience a 
harmful one, as far as our behavior is concerned. But in our search for 
knowledge, too, patience is as advantageous as impatience (shortness of 
temper) is injurious. If we want to achieve real understanding of a sub- 
ject, we need much patience. An impatient student does not check very 
thoroughly, and he accepts the first result that comes to his mind, no 
matter how unwise it might be. 


XII 


JUDGMENT AND PUBLIC OPINION 
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The refining pot is for silver, and the crucible for gold, 
and a man is tried according to what he praises. (27, 21) 


If you desire an immediate assessment of the character, way of thought, 
and principles of a person, merely listen to the things he praises. Just as 
a crucible shows up the purity in the contents of silver and gold, the 
things a man praises and the actions he approves reveal his entire set of 
values. By listening to his judgments, we can get to know whether he 
rates ethical behavior highly or not so highly, whether his convictions 
have magnanimity, whether his principles have integrity, and whether 
his views reflect purity and truth —in short, all of a person’s moral 
values. 
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Judging people according to appearances is not good; 
else a man would transgress for a piece of bread. (28, 21) 


A double standard for right and wrong, depending on the person it con- 
cerns, is harmful not only in court but also in social communication and 
conversation. To rate unethical or illegal behavior according to the 
status of the person, whether he is rich or poor, whether he belongs to 
the so-called higher echelons of society or to the lower classes, means to 
distort public opinion and to mislead people’s consciences. If the highly- 
placed find excuses for indulging in unethical and illegal practices to 
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satisfy tendencies and penchants which belong to their life of luxury, 
then why should the “common” man—as we so commonly call him— 
not excuse himself, indeed justify himself, if he commits a crime to 
satisfy his basic needs? 


To such distortion of general public opinion, the following proverb is 
applicable: 
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He who justifies the lawless man, and he who condemns a righteous 
man, 
both of them are an abomination to God. (17, 15) 
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They who forsake the Law praise the wicked, 
but those who keep the Law rise up to contend with them. (28, 4) 


Our Proverbs extol peace and repeatedly warn us to avoid strife; but 
they are far from agreement with those who proclaim “peace at any 
price” as their slogan. Peace at any price should be upheld, even at the 
cost of possessions, rights and honor, only if our personal interest, 
property rights or recognition is at stake. In that case, we should avoid 
even the most justified quarrel. But if values of the highest communal in- 
terest are concerned, if it involves sanctified moral values for humanity 
in general and for our Jewish vocation in particular, then we may not re- 
main silent. Then we must intercede, even if it means forfeiting the 
highest good: peace. If a false love of peace or a lack of strength were to 
silence those who know what is good and true, and who deplore in the 
depth of their hearts the betrayal of the holiest values of mankind and 
Judaism, then these values would indeed be lost. 
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Only those who do not observe God’s Law in their own private life, or 
are not active on behalf of its maintenance within the community (both 
are called “abandoning the Law”), speed or even encourage the way of 
the lawless. However, he who conscientiously fulfills God’s Law in his 
private life and is aware of his duty to uphold its observance within the 
community (both are called 771N7 NWnw, keeping the Law) will not 
keep silent. Wherever he sees betrayal of the Torah, he rises up to 
reprove, to oppose, to fight — and not only 13 (with him) but 03 (with 
them) — even if many commit this betrayal. For we are all appointed to 
be 77)n7 ~71W; the Torah was given in sacred trust to each of us, and 
we are in duty bound to be its conscientious custodians. Just as a 
shomer (a sentry or guard) should never lose sight of his charge, has to 
protect it to the best of his ability and strength, and must defend it 
against any attack, to preserve it whole and undamaged for its owner, so 
too we have the duty always to vigilantly watch and vigorously defend 
the Torah, that was given to us in trust by God, as His holiest valuable 
treasure, to preserve it for Him in utter wholeness and unmitigated 
purity, and to transmit it whole and pure into the hands of our descen- 
dants, for the same conscientious care by them. 


Where goods that we are entitled to call our own are concerned, which 
we have the right to dispose of, we may and should come to an agree- 
ment even at a sacrifice. But if values which are merely in our custody 
are concerned, we are not entitled to “negotiate a settlement.” We may 
be forced to submit to violence, but never can we give violence the status 
of justice. We may never make concessions just for the sake of having 
peace, and never sign a compromise peace settlement. On such a docu- 
ment our signature would be null and void, because we lack the 
authorization. 
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If vision, publicly proclaimed, is lacking, the people lose their restraint, 
but one who keeps the Law, happy is he. (29, 18) 
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The term jin, vision, publicly proclaimed, as we know from our 
prophets, refers to statements that penetrate beyond the surface and the 
present scene, right to the core. Such fin can evaluate circumstances 
and measure them by the eternally valid standard of the Divine law. 
Such yn can point to consequences which will unavoidably develop 
from present circumstances unless they are changed. Such a NIM sets at 
all times an incorruptible standard of inalienable truth; it calls upon men 
to come to their senses and be thoughtful. 


According to our Proverbs, such a 711M should never be lacking in any 
period and in any community, lest men lose true perception about 
themselves and their circumstances. In the absence of 711n, the truth 
becomes distorted, and the perceptive insight which should constitute 
the basis of Torah-fulfillment becomes obscured. Hence, without 7i1n the 
bond and support which is to uphold us in unalterable faithfulness to 
fulfill our God-given duty will be severed. But any man who by speaking 
words of 711n proves himself a keeper of the Divine law is promised 
every happiness, no matter how many conflicts and enmities his position 
as such a custodian will entail. 


XIII 


HUMILITY AND PRIDE 
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In the wake of humility comes fear of the Lord, 
even riches, and honor, and life. (22, 4) 


Our holy Scriptures know of no higher, more ennobling virtue than 7139, 
the mentality residing in the profoundness of the spirit which is totally 
unconscious of its own importance. Whatever the 1]Y may be, possess, 
desire, or accomplish is never of his own making; it is exclusively the 
product of a higher Being. Himself he considers a creature, created by 
the one and only God, as His child and servant. The word “I,” 
emphatically spoken, is completely strange to his trend of thought and 
mentality. 


According to our Proverbs, the immediate effect of MY is ‘7 NN, the 
fear of God. In the sense of a person’s inner conviction, "7 NN is ac- 
tually synonymous with 713¥, not merely its consequence. In fact, m3y 
without ‘tT NN is entirely inconceivable. On the contrary, 713¥ is the 
purest expression of true 4X7”. But in the sense of the stamp upon a life 
led in obedience to God, '7 NX’ is the direct consequence of 713¥, which 
automatically resolves itself into the fulfillment of God’s will. 


‘T ANT, however, is not the only consequence of 713. Our Proverbs also 
mention 07M 125) 1wiy, riches, honor, and life—even though nothing 
is further from the direct intention and endeavors of the 139 than obtain- 
ing such goods. For if a person is called “rich” when he “reaches” what 
he desires, then 09M) 71233 11 are the natural consequence, the logical 
reward of m3y. To quote from the ethical proverbs of the Fathers, 1n1?N 
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ypena Now wy, he who is satisfied with that which is allotted to him 
is rich. It follows that the humblest person on earth is also the richest 
one. He always has what he needs. In fact, he has more than he might 
hope for, more than he thinks he merits O°70N7 bon "NIV? (as Jacob 
the Patriarch said — Genesis 32, 11), “I am far too insignificant for all! 
the love and faith which God has shown me”, is no empty phrase in his 
mouth; it expresses the essence of his feelings and convictions. 


Another saying in the ethical proverbs of our Fathers reads, 33132 NPR 
nvran NX 3257 — he who honors others shall be honored. Such an 
vay never begrudges anyone the deference due him, he respects every 
person and allows him every courtesy. All these qualities are inherent in 
the character and nature of an 13¥, who himself is far from any search 
for appreciation. In fact, it would never occur to him that he merits any 
appreciation. 


Yet such a completely selfless way of conduct is so rare and outstanding 
an occurrence that, in spite of his unassuming attitude, people cannot 
but accord the full measure of their homage to a person who makes the 
least pretense to it. 


Most of all, however, humility makes for oN, life. The 139 to whom our 
Proverbs refer is poles removed from the false modesty by which a 
person backs away from any action or activity for the welfare, rescue, 
or advancement of others by affecting total insignificance and inade- 
quacy, not venturing to say a loud word or take a step forward. That 
kind of modesty can be excused at the most as impotence, but never can 
it be considered a virtue. 


The 7129 which our Scriptures praise goes hand in hand with the most 
vigorous energy. Was not Moshe, the greatest man of action, at the 
same time the greatest 1]¥, the most selfless man on earth? In the 
highest selflessness lies the greatest power. Ultimately, neglect of duty is 
due to selfishness. Because of selfishness we omit the good and commit 
the bad. Selfishness makes us shrink from the fulfillment of our life-task. 
But the 13¥ with integrity has no trace of selfishness; his self-sacrifice is 
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not obstructed by egotism. He is always ready to use the last spark of 
his energy and the last fibre of his being in the service of the good. He 
feels that he has been granted life only for this purpose, to use every 
breath for the energetic fulfillment of the good, but never for his own 
good. His entire sojourn on earth, regardless of the length of its dura- 
tion, is true O°°N, true living. When he has departed from this world, one 
may say of him: He was alive. 
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An abomination to God is a haughty man, 
hand to hand, he shall not remain pure. (16, 5) 


The extreme opposite of humility is haughtiness, which should be 
avoided as assiduously as humility should be pursued. One who looks 
down disdainfully upon all other people and their dealings, while at the 
same time he holds the highest opinion of himself and his own concerns, 
will inevitably become filled with such egotism as to make him com- 
pletely self-centered, raising his own demands and expectations beyond 
all bounds. Because of this self-centered attitude, he is unable to evaluate 
in a true light the correct relationship of himself and his duties towards 
God and towards those around him. Consequently, he cannot remain in- 
nocent of mistakes and wrongdoing. 


(The expression 9 7 occurs only here and in 11, 21. Its meaning is not 
quite clear. It may mean “from hand to hand,” i.e., immediately, at once, 
similar to the rabbinic term 7°. Or it may mean “upon my hand,” cer- 
tainly, for sure, you can shake hands on it, as ‘17 7 13n, II Chron. 30, 8, 
and ypn? 79 xin 7, Job 17, 3.) 
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A man’s pride shall bring him low, 
But the humble in spirit shall attain honor. (29, 23) 
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Vainglorious pride, in itself, is debasing. It deprives one’s character of 
dignity and strips every action of value, however praiseworthy such ac- 
tion may have been in itself. Moreover, it makes for painful humiliation, 
since those who associate with a prideful person will refuse to cater to 
his immoderate demands. The humility of the humble, on the other 
hand, will earn him respectful esteem; and since he does not look for 
honors, he remains shielded from insults. 
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Pride goes before destruction, 
and haughtiness before stumbling. (16, 18) 
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Before destruction the heart of a man is haughty; 
but before honor comes humility. (18, 12) 
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God will demolish the house of the proud, 
but will firmly establish the boundaries of the widow. (15, 25) 
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Better to be humble with the modest 
than to divide the spoil with the prideful. (16, 19) 


Haughtiness itself often causes the collapse of its own prideful structure 
of fortune. On the one hand, there is the hostile reaction of those who 
are made to suffer by a man’s pride; and on the other hand, there is the 
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lack of circumspection which is characteristic of those who stand on the 
pinnacle of their good fortune, which leads them to overlook circum- 
stances and considerations which with any prudence they might well 
have perceived. These factors bring about his collapse. Pride at its most 
inflated, therefore, announces to the practiced observer an imminent 
downfall. 


In any case, Divine providence strides towards its goal over the ruins of 
the constructions of haughtiness. It levels the edifices of those whose 
proud fortunes, instead of leading them to an ever more grateful 
obedience to God and an ever more generous furthering of the well- 
being of their fellow-men, have misled them to mere self-idolizing 
pridefulness. But the humble, forsaken widow is taken into His care, and 
He establishes her in a position of self-sufficient independence. 


Therefore have no admiration for those who count themselves among 
the high-and-mighty and participate proudly in their much-coveted at- 
tainments. Better to praise those who, in a spirit of modesty, share the 
modest fortunes of the humble. 
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It is not good to eat too much honey, 
and to strive for honor is their honor! (25, 27) 


Sweets are agreeable and beneficial when eaten in moderation. When 
consumed in excess or as the main course, they become harmful. The 
same can be said of honor. To be respectfully esteemed is pleasant, and 
it is also conducive to thriving efficacy. But to pursue it as a target in 
itself and as one’s main purpose, to enjoy an honor only because it may 
lead to more, and to use it only as a stepping stone to reach for ad- 
ditional adulation and glory — such an insatiable passion for honor will 
ultimately lead to ruin. 


XIV 


GOD’S OMNISCIENCE AND 
DIVINE PROVIDENCE 
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The eyes of God are in every place, 
observing both the evil and the good. (15, 3) 
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The grave and decay are manifest to God; 
how much more the hearts of mankind. (15, 11) 
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The hearing ear and the seeing eye, 
God has made indeed both of them. (20, 12) 
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A lamp of God is man’s soul, 
probing all inner chambers. (20, 27) 


God’s eyes |so to speak] are everywhere and see everything. No circum- 
stance and no situation escapes God’s view. He observes both the 
wicked and the just. Unthinkingly you might say, “God never notices 
the evil on earth, nor the wicked who perpetrate it — or else He would 
not tolerate it.” Yet, this too fits into God’s well-considered world-plan, 
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that it is possible for bad things to happen, that man can also be bad. 
Were it not for this possibility, the good would not be good; people 
would not be “good” if they did not have the choice to be bad. As we 
have learned previously, in 26, 10 and 16, 4, even the bad stands in the 
service of the Master of the Universe; in His hand, it furthers the good 
and benefits the just. 


Even the grave and decay, which men consider the end of existence, 
where human vision can go no further—these too are still objects of 
God’s care. From the grave He awakens new life, and from decay, 
resurrection. Surely then, living, pulsing hearts, whether they are near or 
far from moral goodness, are also the object of God’s care. They can 
also be revived from moral decay to moral health, and from the grave of 
immorality to a life of moral purity. 


God has created the eye as an instrument for seeing and the ear as a tool 
for hearing. He has bestowed on your soul the power to see with the eye 
and to hear with the ear. Surely it is not conceivable that He should lack 
power to see and hear! Surely your own seeing and hearing are merely a 
feeble reflection of His all-penetrating vision and His all-perceiving 
hearing! 


The very soul you harbor within you proclaims God’s seeing and hear- 
ing. Can you not feel that, with this soul, God has implanted His lamp 
within you, that it fills every crevice of your inner being with its light, 
and that it listens to you? Can you not sense that it censures all your 
mistakes, warns you before you commit a wrong, gives you no peace 
after you have done it, and does not let you enjoy life until you have ad- 
mitted your wrong before God and promised atonement and bet- 
terment? This divine light, which we call conscience, is also a seeing of 
God’s eyes and a hearing of God’s ear. 
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A king sits on the throne of justice, 
sifts with his eyes all evil. 
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Who can say: I have kept my heart clear, 
have remained pure from sin! (20, 8—9) 
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The refining pot is for silver and the crucible for gold, 
but God examines the hearts. (17, 3) 


To sift the bad (771 as in Isaiah 30, 24), thrust it out more and more 
from the minds of individuals, from society, and from human circum- 
stances — so that man should become ever better, society ever more 
just, and circumstances ever more salutary — this is the object of divine 
providence. For this purpose God sits on the throne of justice, and 
whatever a wink of His eye decrees over the world is intended to achieve 
such sifting. And if such a decree should come to us and sentence us to 
suffering for the sake of purification and improvement — who can reject 
it with the claim that he does not need such purifying and betterment, 
that he has succeeded in keeping his heart clear and unsullied, and his 
conduct free from fault? 


Yet as a crucible purges precious metals from dross and establishes their 
value-contents, so too the sentences of divine providence purify and 
evaluate the hearts of men, and establish the value of their contents. 
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Many are the thoughts in a man’s heart, 
but only what God decides, shall stand. (19, 21) 
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Neither wisdom nor understanding 

nor counsel avails against God. 

The horse is prepared for the day of battle, 
but victory is only from God. (21, 30-31) 
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A man’s heart considers his way, 
But [only] God lets his step reach the aim. (16, 9) 
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Direct your actions toward God, 
and your thoughts shall become the right ones. (16, 3) 


Certainly we should use the intelligence we have and the advice of 
judicious people that is accessible to us, to attain what is best. We are, 
however, always to remain aware of the fact that all our considerations, 
intelligence, advice and preparations are of no avail if God does not ap- 
prove of our undertaking and does not grant its success. Hence, before 
we deliberate and take counsel with others, before we think of preparing 
the means towards an end, let us first take counsel with God. Let us ask 
ourselves whether the means which lead to this aim are agreeable to 
Him, in accordance with His Laws revealed in the Torah. Only then are 
we entitled to wish and hope for success, and to utilize such means as 
are at our disposal in order to reach a desirable goal. 
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He who tries for the good, seeks favor; 
but if one looks for evil, it will come to him. (11, 27) 
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A good man seeks to obtain favor from God, 
but a man of self-sufficient thoughts will act wrongly. (12, 2) 


yy WRP ID 
IO-NPY? “TDN N23 


The wicked man seeks only disobedience; 
then as a merciless messenger he will be sent against himself. (17, 11) 
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Those who plow evil, have error in their minds, 
but those who plow goodness, plow love and truth. (14, 22) 
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Deceit is in the heart of those who plow evil, 
but to the counsellors of peace comes joy. (12, 20) 


If we desire the good, let us try exclusively for the good; whoever desires 
evil shall reap it. This is the basic thought of these sentences. Only what 
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is agreeable to God is good in the absolute sense, and relative to 
ourselves. Then only an nD WN, a person who overestimates 
cleverness in general and his own cleverness in particular, who thinks 
that the results of his own intelligence are sufficient — only such a 
person dares act against God’s Law. He believes that thereby he merely 
offends or spites God; but in fact, he prepares the greatest vexation for 
himself. For God makes him become the most merciless cause of ill-fate 
to himself. 


Consequently, all those who sow and plow evil into the field of their 
future are victims of a deceptive error. Love and truth and happiness 
from God thrive only for those who in all their actions cultivate the 
good. 
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While He prepares scorn for the scorners, 
He extends gracious appreciation to the humble. (3, 34) 


For those who, in frivolous conceit, degrade any God-willed sanctity 
and seek to make a mockery of it in the minds of men, God’s providence 
has ruin in store. They themselves and their ideas, so highly praised in 
their opposition to Godly sanctity, shall ultimately be exposed as such 
futile nonsense that they cannot escape the laughter of the world. 


As for those people, on the other hand, who subordinate themselves in 
humble modesty to the Divine will and His sacred values, and whose en- 
tire existence resolves itself into obedience to Him, by the nobility and 
integrity of their conduct, they shall gain ]N, gracious favor, not only in 
God’s eyes, but also in the views of men. 
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The fear of God grants life, 
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And he who has it shall rest satisfied, 
without fear that evil shall be visited on him. (19, 23) 


The awareness of standing under God’s providential protection is, to the 
God-fearing, a source of constant life. Whether the day has brought him 
loss or gain, he always concludes it “satisfied.” Even if a wish was 
denied him, he considers the denial as having been effected through 
God’s loving attention, and it presents an opportunity to prove his 
faithfulness in duty, even in the face of such a denial. He accepts the 
night without fear that he shall be visited by evil. The same satisfaction 
and peacefulness fills him even when he sees the sun setting over his 
temporal days, and he enters into the final night, which transforms the 
death of the God-fearing into eternal light. 
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Men committed to evil do not understand the justice of Providence, 
but they who seek God understand all things. (28, 5) 


People who are committed to the wrong, to whom there is nothing more 
important than the assertion of their egotism and the satisfaction of their 
sensual desires, characteristically judge joy and unhappiness, and the 
distribution of fates by God’s ordinance, according to their point of 
view. But this view prevents them from gaining even the slightest inkling 
of insight into the ways of Divine providence. In fact, they completely 
negate such a providence, and its rule remains an enigma to them. 
Others, however, do understand the ways of God, which educate and 
purify man, elevating him to the highest destiny and to the height of hap- 
piness. These are people who stake their total physical and spiritual ex- 
istence and endeavors upon gaining closeness to God, and who consider 
the highest human happiness to be the awareness of Divine favor, ac- 
quired by faithful fulfillment of duty. For such as those, the ways of 
Divine providence are no mystery. 
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Thorns and snares are in the way of the crooked; 
He who watches his soul should remain far from them. (22, 5) 


As surely as our entire way in life is under the guard and guidance of 
Divine providence, just as surely are we not allowed to close our eyes 
and walk blindly, relying on God’s protection. God has not given men 
eyes and intelligence for nothing. We have to use them conscientiously, 
to recognize hindrances and dangers which might stand in our way, 
whether through nature (0°3¥, thorns) or through human hand (o°n», 
snares), to circumvent them and remove them. Only after we have used 
the intelligence which has been granted us for our preservation may we 
count on God’s help. A blind attitude of “let us rely on God”, instead of 
using our eyes, would be niwpy, a wrongheadedness which can by no 
means be excused. 


XV 


INTEGRITY AND CONSCIENTIOUSNESS 
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Do not remove boundaries drawn for eternity, 
which your fathers made. (22, 28) 
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Do not remove boundaries drawn for eternity, 

and do not trespass into the fields of orphans; 

for their Redeemer is strong, 

He shall fight their cause against you. (23, 10—11) 


Our fathers made restricting regulations, limiting our authority to act. 
These n1113, 0°27379 and nian, enacted to remain valid for all times, are 
compared by our Proverbs to o°M1n? “Tw, possessions of fatherless 
orphans. Like children without a parent, the decrees of the national 
fathers who have departed are left without a representative on earth. 
They remain, therefore, a sacred legacy of the past, eritrusted to the liv- 
ing present as a pledge to our sense of honor and duty. Our Proverbs 
warn us: do not infringe upon them! The departed may not be able to 
rise from their graves and defend their decrees against the arbitrariness 
of the present times, but their vigorous Divine Defender lives and wages 
the fight against those who demolish boundaries set down by the an- 
cients, just as He defends the cause of orphans against those who violate 
their possessions. 
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Just balances and scales are God’s; 
all the weights in one’s pockets are made in His name. (16, 11) 
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A false balance-scale is an abomination to God, 
but a perfect weight is his desire. (11, 1) 
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A stone and a stone are abomination to God, 
and a misleading balance-scale is not good. (20, 23) 
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A stone and a stone, a weight and a weight, 
both of them are an abomination to God. (20, 10) 


Not only the act of deceiving someone by false measuring and weighing, 
but even the presence, the making or possession of inaccurate measures 
and weights is repugnant to God. Making a means of measurement or 
weight is an act of the greatest responsibility, and the act of a man who 
makes those weights correspond to a certain volume or contents is of 
far-reaching importance. Correct weights are made in the name of God 
and in the name of justice, which God has established as the immovable 
basis of human communication; false weights are a blasphemy of God, 
because they defy justice. Only a full measure, neither too big nor too 
small, is in accord with His will. 
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Even if you were to keep two sets of weights or measurements out of 
scrupulousness, to buy with the small ones and to sell with the large 
ones (so as to “bend over backwards” in favor of others) — this too 
would be 210 X9, not good. You yourself may use them in this way, as a 
matter of conscientiousness; but if they should come into the hands of 
others, they could be misused for cheating,.and for such deceitful 
misuse, you should not provide the means or the opportunity. 
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Whoever disdains anything will be pledged because of it, 
but he who respects the commandments shall be rewarded. (13, 13) 


Even a pin should not be disdained; some day you might miss it. Neither 
should you consider any duty too insignificant for you to fulfill. 
Whoever neglects his duty in the smallest detail will be answerable for it. 
Just as you should be God-fearing, so too you should be “mitzva- 
fearing.” To fear God is to respect His mitzvoth, for it means the fear of 
violating any one of His laws. To one who respects God’s laws, nothing 
is insignificant; he attends to the law, not to its object, and whatever 
God makes the object of His law gains importance, no matter how in- 
substantial it may be in itself. The God-fearing person pays attention to 
the smallest detail of Divinely-directed law, and for this attention his 
conscientiousness is richly rewarded. 
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In uprightness walks the one who fears God, 
but he who disregards Him is unsteady. (14, 2) 
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He who walks in integrity shail be helped, 
but he who looks for double, crooked ways shall collapse. (28, 18) 
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Fear of God is the only guiding star of conduct which does not leave us 
in doubt about what we should do. It shows us the exact course of duty 
and allows for no deviations. But whoever disdains this guiding star, the 
123, remains without any support. The most varied interests and entice- 
ments, both inner and external, pull him in different directions and gain 
alternating influence over him. 


The second proverb refers to a person of moral duplicity. He tries to 
walk simultaneously in 0°77, two opposite directions, and, since one of 
them must be wrong, he will inevitably fall in that path. On the other 
hand, someone who does not leave his actions subject to external in- 
fluences and follows only the voice of duty is 0°An, a man of simple in- 
tegrity, fully committed to his obligations. He shall benefit by unex- 
pected help from above. 
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If the conduct of a man is in constant change, he is a stranger to the 
right way; 
but one of inner purity, his doings are straightfoward. (21, 8) 


If you observe someone whose behavior is subject to constant moody 
changes, so that you cannot predict today how you will find him tomor- 
row, you can be sure that he is not on the right way. But someone whose 
inner life is consistently pure proceeds in the right direction, like a 
straight line which knows no deviation. 


XVI 


CONDUCT TOWARDS ENEMIES 
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Do not say, “As he has done to me, so I shall do to him; 
so will I render to the man according to his work.” (24, 29) 
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Do not say “I will requite evil’; 
hope unto God, and He will help you. (20, 22) 
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When your enemy falls, do not rejoice, 
and when he stumbles, do not let your heart be glad, 


lest God see it and it displease Him, 
and He take away His anger from him. (24, 17—18) 
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If your enemy is hungry, give him bread to eat, 
and if he is thirsty, give him water to drink, 
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for you will heap coals on his head, 
and God will reward you. (25, 21—22) 
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When a man’s ways please God, 
He shall make even his enemies be at peace with him. (16, 7) 


Nothing is more natural than the wish to take revenge, and seemingly 
nothing corresponds to justice as much as a “just” revenge. And yet 
Divine law warns us: You are not to take revenge! Still, the desire for 
revenge is so strong in us, it is aroused so powerfully by the wrong in- 
flicted on us, and is so difficult to subdue in compliance to the Law, that 
the Proverbs add some reflections which come to our aid in obeying this 
difficult precept. 


You may think that you are allowed to defend yourself by countering 
such evils as may threaten you, by equally evil actions — for instance, 
defamation by defamation. Do not believe it! Evil does not become good 
because you use it in the fight against bad. Even at the time of fighting 
your enemies, you are to remain free from moral defilement, worthy of 
God and of yourself. Do not try to help yourself by unworthy weapons. 
“Hope unto God,” because He helps those who remain pure for His 
sake. 


Even when God helps and the enemy who pursues you comes to grief 
and suffers a fall which is not of your making, do not be glad of his 
downfall. Do not rejoice over his moral degradation because all the 
world can now see how evil he is! Such a malicious vengeful joy is also a 
sin. After all, even the evil that people inflict upon us cannot happen 
without God’s permission, and it may well be that the animosity you en- 
countered is a trial which God has imposed on you in order to test your 
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own moral stamina. Hence if your rejoicing, which is displeasing to 
God, now gives proof of your persisting moral immaturity, it might well 
lead to renewed activity by your enemy, whose downfall you have thus 
prematurely celebrated. 


Only one kind of “‘revenge” is permissible: to do a kindness to your 
enemy! If you are good to your enemy, without stressing his animosity 
against you (“‘See, I am not like you”), if you quietly do him a favor, he 
will look back with burning shame upon his behavior to you, and God 
will reward you. 


On the whole, if you have enemies and antagonists, rather than schem- 
ing on ways to fight them, it were better that you concentrate on 
perfecting your own life and intensifying your duty-observance. In this 
way, instead of enmity on earth, you will acquire God’s amity; and if 
your conduct is agreeable to Him, God will make your moral valor ap- 
preciated by your peers as well, and will change their animosity into es- 
teem. 


Now, if even the revenge of evil by evil is so seriously censured, how 
much worse is ingratitude, which repays good with evil: 
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Whoever rewards evil for good, 
evil shall not depart from his house. (17, 13) 


XVII 


CHEERFULNESS 
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Deferred hope makes the heart sick, 
but a wish which has come is a tree of life. (13, 12) 
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The light of the eyes rejoices the heart; 
good news gives marrow to the bones. (15, 30) 
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As cold water to a tired soul 
so is good news from a far land. (25, 25) 
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The life of the flesh trains the heart, 
but envy rots the bones. (14, 30) 
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A joyful heart makes for a cheerful countenance, 
but by a sorrowful heart the spirit is depressed. (15, 13) 
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A merry heart keeps the spirit up, 
but a depressed spirit dessicates the limbs. (17, 22) 
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A man’s spirit sustains him in sickness, 
but if the spirit is broken, who shall uplift it? (18, 14) 


A cheerful disposition is an inestimable treasure. It preserves health, 
promotes convalescence, and helps us cope with adversity. Anyone who 
has experienced the debilitating effect of a drawn-out longing knows 
how profoundly the body can be affected by our state of mind. On the 
other hand, fulfillment of a desire, or good news, has an invigorating ef- 
fect on us. 


Our Proverbs make it clear that nothing is so detrimental to our health 
as envy. An envious person has constant opportunity for dissatisfaction, 
since most people are bound to posses something he is lacking, which 
seems desirable to him. If any one of his wishes is denied to him, 
everything else appears valueless to him. Hence, our Proverbs express 
great praise for the opposite of envy: a gentle, generous heart, which 
grudges nothing to others. 


A discontented, dissatisfied heart weakens the limbs and paralyzes ac- 
tivity, but good cheer brightens the outlook and straightens the body. 
The worst illness, according to our Proverbs, is an affliction of the mind 
and spirit. If the body needs healing, the mind can contribute a great 
deal — it acts as a nurse to the sick body. But if the mind is affected, 
who can raise up the mind again?! It is not the body which sustains the 
spirit; the spirit supports the body. 
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Do not boast of the coming day, 
for you do not know what it may bring forth. (27, 1) 
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He who covers up his transgressions shall not succeed, 

but one who confesses and atones shall obtain mercy. 

Fortunate is one who always fears, 

but he who hardens his heart shall fall into misfortune.(28, 13-14) 


wei qm? OW NTN 
:aay? 72 nyia 


A man’s terror brings ruin, 
but he who trusts in God shall have a conqueror’s strength. (29, 25) 
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Have you shown weakness on the day of adversity? 
Then your real adversity was your lack of strength. (24, 10) 


While true cheerfulness is a precious treasure, it must be distinguished 
from lighthearted nonchalance which takes life easy in general, for 
which seriousness does not exist. That attitude lives only for the present 
moment, and thinks neither of the future nor of the consequences of ac- 
tions. The cheerfulness that our Proverbs call a precious possession is 
rooted not in frivolity but in inner serenity, attuned to God. It is a 
positive attitude, glad of life, including its seriousness and the difficult 
challenges assigned by God. A serenély cheerful person knows that on 
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earth nothing is more enduring than change, and that nobody can 
predict what the morrow has in store for him. Yet the future’s uncer- 
tainty does not trouble his good humor. One thing he knows for sure: it 
will bring him new tasks as well as new assistance from above to solve 
them. 


Even the most depressing awareness—of having committed some 
wrong — does not irredeemably rob him of his good spirits. Once he has 
recognized his wrong deed, he tries not to cover it up and let it gnaw at 
him in the dark recesses of his subconscious. He knows that such self- 
deception will get him nowhere. He rather views his act undisguisedly, in 
a clear light, admits it to himself and before God, and tries to make up 
for it as best as possible. Before God he earnestly promises to avoid 
such guilty acts in the future; and from this serious determination he 
regains the serenity that is essential to the fulfillment of our duty. 


A person blessed with such cheerful serenity has only one concern: not 
to fall short of accomplishing his duty. But this is the very concern 
which is meant to accompany us throughout life — and it is the only one 
that relieves us of all other worries! In this one concern, moreover, we 
are strengthened by our trust in God, which steels us to joyfully over- 
come all difficulties. Moreover, in times of danger it keeps us from losing 
our head and giving way to panicky unclear view of matters, and from 
there to thoughtless actions, which instead of warding off the threat 
merely precipitate it. 


If we have shown weakness on a day of danger, it means that the danger 
was more within us than without. The real danger was our own 
weakness. Had we remained strong, we would have overcome the 
danger and come out of the struggle victorious. In situations of distress, 
it is the limitation in our strength which constitutes the most regrettable 
factor. 


(The word 79n3, “your lack of — or weakened — strength,” is like n>°P, 
“your weaker hand,” in Exodus 13, 16.) 


XVIII 


PLEASURE—INDULGENCE AND GREED 
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He who spoils his slave from youth, 
his end will be dependency. (29, 21) 


As long as a craving or an appetite is still young, we can easily subdue it 
by granting it only what is admissible, and thus keep it under control for 
the rest of our life. But if we allow it more than its due from the begin- 
ning, and spoil it by over-indulgence, it will soon cease to be submissive 
and will make ever-growing demands upon us. From a servant, it 
becomes as a child to whom we are finally unable to deny anything and 
who demands maintenance, care, and satisfaction of all his habits. More 
than that — the one servant becomes not only a child, but 1132 (con- 
noting 7°, great-grandchild; in general, descendants; and \I”, a whole 
progeny of children). One craving that has been humored acquires many 
companions and engenders many appetites. Once these dominate a 
person, he will find his ruin in a debauched way of life. 
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He who is satiated disdains a honeycomb; 
but to the hungry, even the bitter is sweet. (27, 7) 


Were we to eat only when hungry, we would not miss delicacies. We like 
such unnecessary stimuli to our appetite only because we eat beyond 
our actual need; and this may easily lead to harmful pampering. 
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He who loves entertainment is a man of want; 
he who loves wine and oil shall not become rich. (21, 17) 
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Wine is a mocker, strong drink a rioter; 
whoever reels in them shall not become wise. (20, 1) 


Entertainment, wine and oil, may not be objectionable in themselves, but 
we are not to become their companions. The love of enjoyments and the 
pleasures of luxury ultimately leads to impoverishment. What is worse, 
the character of our thinking and behavior toward our peers is 
dangerously affected by indulgence in wine. It arouses sensual desires, 
and it causes us to ridicule and degrade values which in our sober 
periods are of the highest importance and sanctity to us. And in- 
temperance is also an enemy of peaceful conduct toward our fellow- 
men. Whoever indulges in immoderate wine-drinking will not become 
wise and will not remain wise. 
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Do not be among wine-bibbers 

or those who degrade themselves by gluttony of meat; 

for drinkers and gluttons shall become poor, 

and their sleepiness shall clothe them in rags. (23, 20—21) 


People who become dehumanized by excessive eating and drinking 
finally waste whatever they possess and become unable to reacquire 
what they need. Do not join them and do not be of their party! 
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Who has woe, and who alas? 

who kas strife, who complaints, and who needless injuries? 
who has redness of eyes? — 

those who tarry long at the wine, 

those who come to try out new drinks! 

Do not look upon the wine, how it reddens, 

how it lends color to the glass, 

how smoothly it glides down. 

For in the end it shall bite like a snake, 

and sting like a basilisk. 

Your eyes shall see strange things, 

and your heart shall utter nonsense; 

and you shall be as one afloat in the middle of the sea, 
or who lies on top of a mast. 

“They struck me and I felt nothing, 

they beat me and I knew nothing; 


when I awaken, I will continue and seek it anew.” (23, 29-35) 
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Thus our Proverbs picture the condition of an incorrigible drunkard, as 
a vivid warning and deterrent! 
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Like an open, unwalled city 
is a man who cannot restrain his desire. (25, 28) 
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Tomb and decay are never sated, 
And the eyes of a man remain unsatisfied. (27, 20) 
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The greedy in spirit stirs up strife 
but he who trusts in God shall be abundantly satisfied. (28, 25) 


Greed is even more ruinous than pleasure-seeking. While pleasure has a 
saturation point, and an excess of indulgence finally makes it impossible 
to tolerate more, greed is insatiable. To a man who has been unable to 
check it, it becomes a passion against which he remains totally 
defenseless. Like the grave and decay, which devour and decompose 
everything without making use of it, so too the insatiable desire of the 
greedy seeks constantly more possessions without ever being content. 


There is only one limit to greed: the self-inflicted one of arousing opposi- 
tion on the part of competitors. As for cure, however, greed has only 
one remedy: faith in God. Only someone who thinks that his and his 
family’s destiny is dependent entirely upon himself and his own abilities 


PLEASURE—INDULGENCE AND GREED 227 


can become a victim of unlimited greediness. He believes that every new 
acquisition will afford him security against penury, and once he has 
finished providing for his own needs, he amasses for his children and 
grandchildren into the infinite future. But whoever trusts in God, confi- 
dent that it is only God’s favor which insures his future and the future of 
his family, is easily contented. He merely endeavors to fulfill his duty, 
even in his search for material possessions, and whatever God lets him 
find, within the framework of the Divine commandments, satisfies him. 


XIX 


CONDUCT TOWARD THE GREAT 
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A man’s liberality opens ways for him 
and brings him before great men. (18, 16) 
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If you see a man diligent in his work, 

he shall stand before kings. 

He need not present himself before those who stand in the shadow. (22, 
29) 
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Do not glorify yourself before a king, 

and where great men stand, do not set yourself up. 
For it is better to be told, “Come up here” 

than to be lowered in the presence of the nobleman 
whom your eyes have already seen. (25, 6—7) 
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Many seek the face of a ruler, 
And yet a man’s fate comes from God. (29, 26) 
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If you sit down to eat with a ruler, 
understand well what is before you, 

and put the knife to your mouth 

if you are a man of appetite. 

Do not lust for his delicacies, 

as his meal is not meant sincerely. (23, 1—3) 


The relationship that most people have with those on a socially higher 
level, commonly called “the Great” (or people of importance or distinc- 
tion), is not viewed by our Proverbs in a very favorable light. According 
to Mishle, it does not always require personal dignity, but often merely 
some liberality (munificence) toward the entourage of such great people, 
in order to gain access to them. However, if someone is an expert in his 
field, his personal ability will pave the way to the highly-placed, and he 
does not need the intervention of the lower echelons. In general, though, 
our Proverbs advise us not to seek out the environment of princes and 
the highly-placed, and certainly not to insinuate ourselves into their sur- 
roundings. Far better to modestly remain in the background and to be 
asked why you are staying behind and not coming up front, than to be 
given to understand, upon finally having succeeded in approaching the 
great person, that you really do not belong there. 
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Many people consider it a worthwhile pursuit to ingratiate themselves 
with a highly-placed person, and disregard the fact that their real fate 
lies in the hands of God! 


Now, curiously, our Proverbs indicate clearly that even if you are for- 
tunate enough to have been invited to the table of the great, you would 
be wise to taste little or nothing. Instead of putting your knife to the 
roast, rather keep your mouth closed and let your appetite pass. If you 
are the guest of a friend, he considers your presence an honor. But if an 
important personality invites you, he believes no doubt that he is ex- 
tending some extraordinary honor to you and that the delicacies which 
he is offering you would not otherwise be within your reach. These are 
his thoughts, even if he is polite enough not to express them. But you 
should understand it, consider the implications, and act accordingly. 


XX 


THE STATE 
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Fear God, my son, and the king, 

and do not meddle with dissenters; 

for their calamity shall rise suddenly, 

and who can know the ruin of both? (24, 21-22) 


Respect and attention should be paid to the Divine order, valid forever 
and everywhere, as well as to the human order which the society in 
whose midst you live has established as the basis and directive for con- 
ducting its affairs. Keep away from dissenters who by their opinions, 
principles, speech and actions take a hostile stand against both the 
Divine and human order. Keep away from them even if you think that 
you will certainly not become a partner in their aims or activities, else 
both—you and they—will not end well. Their downfall comes of a 
sudden, so that you will be unable to say, “I shall disassociate myself 
from them before their ruin comes”; and neither you nor they can tell 
how great a devastation it will bring. 
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In the multitude of people is the king’s glory; 
but in decrease of population, the dread of want. (14, 28) 


According to one opinion in the world, which looks with fear upon over- 
population and is apprehensive of increasing numbers of people, the 
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State should aim to decrease the population. Our Proverbs are clearly 
opposed to this, asserting that it should be a point of pride to the State to 
administer, superintend and direct the territories under its mandate in 
such a way that the greatest possible number of inhabitants can find 
satisfaction of their needs. Moreover, a reduction in population by no 
means guarantees greater prosperity to the remaining inhabitants. On 
the contrary, the situation which caused the reduction may well persist 
until it threatens them with scarcity. 
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Dutiful justice exalts a nation, 
but the mercy of states is sin. (14, 34) 


The term 778 means justice, denoting that justice under which 
everybody is guaranteed his rights, according to what he is entitled to 
legally, or because of the social obligation which the community owes 
him in view of special circumstances. This principle, provided it is up- 
held fully and unreservedly, is what promotes the national commonweal. 
It is the principle under which every individual member of a nation is 
held equal, both in rights and obligations, and under which the full 
benefit of justice is extended to everyone. 


The term 70n, on the other hand, means favor, loving-kindness. By its 
nature it can be practiced properly only by individuals, for the benefit of 
individuals. For a state it would be preferential treatment, favoritism: for 
example, making grants or allowing dispensations; accordingly, it 
should not be practiced by a state. An individual has means and 
privileges belonging exclusively to him, and he can therefore utilize them 
according to his private judgment or inclination, without thereby depriv- 
ing others. But the state, as such, has no private means at its disposal; it 
merely has means and rights which belong to the population collectively. 
Accordingly, it cannot give individual dispensations or grant special 
privileges to anyone, without at the same time doing an injustice to 
others. In short, the state cannot practice 10n without at the same time 
perpetrating a NXvn. 
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Mercy and truth protect the king, 
and by mercy he upholds his throne. (20, 28) 
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A king who truly enacts the rights of the poor — 
his throne shall be established forever. (29, 14) 


In the Book of Mishleé a king is represented as the most highly placed 
person in society, with a wealth of means and rights put at his disposal 
by the population to use according to his best judgment to benefit in- 
dividuals and the community. The word for sovereign in our holy 
language is X°W3, a person lifted high as a “cloud” above the earth, 
gathering from it life-promoting moisture, in order to re-bestow it upon 
the earth as a gift for its fecundity and life. A king may indeed practice 
mercy; in fact Ton is his most beneficial prerogative, provided it is based 
on wise consideration of the meritoriousness, deserving or especially 
needy circumstances of those who look to him. In that way, he practices 
mercy in truth, and this on and truth constitute the mightiest lifeguards 
of a sovereign. If the powerless and unprotected levels of his people feel 
personally sheltered by their king —then his throne is securely es- 
tablished, and even a change in times cannot shake it. 
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A magic rests on the king’s lips; 

therefore let his mouth not sin in judgment. 

As just balances and scales are God's, 

and ail the weights in [your] pocket are His work, 


234 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


yy nivy 0727 nayin 
ROD TID? TLT¥2 °2 
piIy-npy o°227 yIx7 
sayy? ONY? 127) 

Nyy aN72 TWN 
:TYIBR? DP] WR) 

Den Wz~" a TNS 
:Wipo ay> 1x7 


thus let anything evil be an abomination to the king, 
for by righteousness is a throne established. 

Lips of righteousness should be the wish of kings, 
and he should love one who speaks right. 

If the king’s wrath [roars] like death-messengers, 
may a wise man [be able to] pacify him. 

Let the light of a king’s countenance mean life, 

and his good will be as a cloud of rain. (16, 10—15) 


The words of a king have extraordinary power. A pronouncement or a 
view of his which has filtered through to the public can, like magic, in- 
fluence the attitude of his people towards right and wrong, to what is 
praiseworthy or not. A sovereign should therefore pay heed to his words 
far more carefully than an ordinary mortal, to make sure that none of 
his utterances infringe upon what is right. 


In matters of justice, nothing is too insignificant, even measurements 
and scales, for the Name of God to be called over them in protection or 
assurance of their legality. In the same way, it should be manifest that 
the sovereign abhors any illegal actions and that recognition of the 
throne is tantamount to the implementation of justice. 


A king can easily promote a general adherence to the law. Once it 
becomes known that not one word of disrespect to justice may be ut- 
tered in his presence; that, on the contrary, he admires words of 
frankness and honesty; and that he allows even his own anger to be ap- 
peased by a wise word—then a king’s approbation influences 
righteousness and goodness as refreshing rain acts on burgeoning seeds. 


THE STATE 235 


527 1n0D Or7>NX 74D 
2727 Tpy 0227 3993 
Pave PIX) Oe DY 
SRN PR 07220 22) 
"092 072°0 12) 

223 U2 NY) 
W974? YY} 1a] 
24803 PT¥2 7197) 


The glory of God is the mystery of His rule, 

but the glory of kings is the unfolding of matters; 

and yet, as the skies are high and the earth is deep, 

so the heart of a king is unfathomable. 

The dross has been separated from the silver 

if the goldsmith has succeeded in making the vessel. 

So separate the lawless from the king’s surroundings, 

and his throne shall be established in righteousness. (25, 2—5) 


The reasons and aims of Divine providence are usually beyond human 
understanding. God is infinitely exalted above the spirit of mortals, and 
the unfathomable nature of His ways is His glory, before which man 
bows down in his acknowledged humility. On the other hand, a king’s 
glory, as our Proverbs note, becomes apparent if the motives for his 
public actions can become clear and intelligible, so that the wisdom and 
justification for his actions can be appreciated by the knowledgeable 
among his subjects. The more his people become convinced of the 
wisdom and justice of his actions, the more they will respect their king. 
And yet our Proverbs conclude that often the heart of a sovereign is as 
unfathomable as the depths of the earth and the heights of heaven, in 
regard to the motives and aims of his decisions. Yet this, as our 
Proverbs note, is frequently due to his entourage, the close circle of peo- 
ple about him. Through them the clarity of his motives and actions may 
become blurred. Hence, if his throne is to remain firmly established by 
justice, let lawless people remain far from it, just as dross must be drawn 
out from silver if the vessel is to come out pure and shining clear. 
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Let the king favor the servant who represents wisdom, 
and be wrathful to one who betrays his confidence. (14, 35) 
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If a ruler listens to falsehood, 
all his servants turn lawless. (29, 12) 


If a ruler wants his court of advisors and assistants to be auspicious for 
himself and for his people, his subordinates should have nothing to fear 
if they venture to express the truth. On the contrary, his full wrath 
should be feared only when there is hypocrisy and flattery. If, however, 
a ruler does not like to hear the truth but only what pleases him, then his 
court and entourage cannot tolerate honest men; only lawless persons 
can approach his person and command his attention. 
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By justice, a king establishes his country; 
but a man who raises levies will ruin it. (29, 4) 
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A prince who lacks understanding is rich in oppression; 
if he is opposed to covetousness, he shall lengthen the days [of his rule]. 
(28, 16) 


Justice is the first and inalienable basis for the life of every community, 
be it small or large; and this includes the society of an entire country. 
True,.the judiciary is not directly in the hands of a king. Nevertheless, 
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the king can be influential toward the administration of justice in his 
country and toward the nomination of men of integrity to administer it. 
But this means, first and foremost, that the sovereign himself should 
shine in the light of indubitable justice, that he should be free of self- 
interest or any private profit-seeking. If that is the case, he will stand out 
in highest nobility. 


An intelligent ruler does not seek greatness by imposing heavy burdens 
upon his subjects. He does not want to be an NiMiIN WX, a levier of 
taxes. He realizes that leniency in the interest of his subjects will 
ultimately establish the stability of his reign. 
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As the roar of a lion is the fear of a king; 
he who provokes his anger forfeits his life. (20, 2) 
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As the roar of a lion is a king’s wrath, 
and his favor as dew upon the grass. (19, 12) 
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A wise king scatters the wicked 
by returning the wheel over them. (20, 26) 


The king’s position is so exalted and his power to bring good or woe is 
so great, that his wrath is fearful in the same measure as his benevolence 
is beneficial. A wise king uses this mighty influence in order to promote 


238 FROM THE WISDOM OF MISHLE 


the well-being of his people, to restrain evil and to advance the good and 
the righteous. True, as the Proverbs point out, dispensation of justice is 
not among the functions of a king; he is not a judge nor does he sit in 
judgment. However, inherent in his position is something even higher: he 
can use his influence in places which the arm of justice cannot reach. 


A court is competent to judge only crimes that have been committed 
and proven. But how many crimes, how much injustice is committed 
out of sight! Even in a state whose courts are of undoubted incorrup- 
tibility and scrupulousness, it is possible for an atmosphere of dis- 
honesty and immorality to flourish, undermining both civil and family 
life. Whether the seeds of evil are allowed to proliferate in the soil of a 
nation depends upon public opinion and its attitude toward justice and 
injustice. Where a general respect towards righteous and good actions 
prevails, while base and evil deeds are regarded with contempt and con- 
demnation, there the germs of evil, from which crime and injustice on a 
large scale grow, cannot thrive. But where public opinion condones il- 
legal and immoral behavior, there baseness and evil are allowed to come 
to the fore; the lawless rise to the top and become the leaders and tone- 
setters of society. Hence, a wise king considers it his first and most 
precious prerogative to use his exalted position to influence popular 
society in a positive way. He is the first citizen; his home is the first one 
in the country; and he can tune the chords that will vibrate in social and 
popular life, making it the highest aim of his people to live up to and har- 
monize with this tune. Royal approval or disapproval is powerful 
enough to guide affairs in such a direction that those who disregard 
ethical law will not be entrusted with the portfolio of social life. On the 
contrary, royal prerogative can weed them out of the influential levels of 
society and, unless they prefer to join the positive trend, they will be 
crushed under the wheels of the movement toward justice and morality. 
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In the hand of God, the heart of a king is as streams of water: 
He directs it wheresoever He wills. (21, 1) 


THE STATE 239 


The resolutions of a king are of such far-reaching consequences; they 
condition the well-being and woe of the community to such an extent 
that they are bound to be the object of God’s special provisional inten- 
tion. Royal favor or disfavor affects none without God’s express dispen- 
sation, and in their final effect both the good and the bad derived from a 
king’s actions serve the highest aims of the Master of the Universe, who 
generates the life of everything and everyone, and has at His service 
both fools and the lawless (26, 10). Be it royal brother-rivalry, royal 
temper or royal favor — all such attitudes and policies of sovereigns 
have been factors to lead our fathers through the school of suffering. 
The intransigence of a Pharaoh became the iron crucible in which was 
forged the shining steel of the Jewish nation as an instrument of God. 


© 


The first half of the last chapter in the Book of Proverbs contains ad- 
monitions of a queen-mother to her son, the young king. She warns him 
of enervation by indulging in love for women and luxury, through which 
kings have often extinguished their career. She warns him of excessive 
wine-drinking, which in general does not make for happiness, and which 
is suitable least of all for kings and leaders, since they stand thus to lose 
their lucidity of mind, knowledge of the law, and judiciousness. She ad- 
vises him to use his position of power mainly for the benefit of minors, 
powerless, poor and unprotected people. He should become their ad- 
vocate, their lawyer and representative. These are her words: 
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What, my son, and what, son of my womb? 
and what, son of my vows? 

Do not give your strength to women, 

nor your ways to what destroys kings. 
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It is not for kings, O Lemuel, 

not for kings to drink wine; 

not for leaders is strong drink — 

lest he drink and forget what is law, 

and distort justice for all children of misery. 
Give strong drink to the unfortunate, 

and wine to the bitter of soul. 

Let him drink and forget his misery, 

qnd forget for the time his misfortune. 

You, however, open your mouth for the voiceless. 
in the cause of all who are doomed to disappear. 
Open your mouth, judge righteously, 

and plead the cause of the poor and needy. (31, 2—9) 


XXI 
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He who has found a wife has found great good, 
and has obtained favor from God. (18, 22) 


The text does not read: “who has found a good wife,” but merely “a 
wife.” Obviously, the concept of “wife” incorporates good; a fault in her 
disposition is tantamount to lack of femininity. 
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A house and riches are an inheritance from fathers, 
but an understanding wife is from God. (19, 14) 


Someone may own property without necessarily considering this an ex- 
press Divine favor or dispensation. His parents may have earned it and 
have been fortunate enough to be able to leave it to their children. To 
have an no2wn WRK, however, a wife of mental and spiritual qualities; a 
wife who through an understanding of people and a grasp of circum- 
stances can do justice to her duties — such a blessed gift is a specially in- 
tended, specially benevolent dispensation from God. 
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A gracious woman finds support in her honor 
as mighty men find support in riches. (11, 16) 
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What constitutes the wealth, support and protection of a gracious 
woman? It is the awareness of her dignity, the consciousness of her own 
moral value, held up high and unimpaired. She never acts in a way, nor 
tolerates anything, which might even remotely prejudice her moral 
dignity. This mark of her dignity is so manifest upon the conduct, ac- 
tions, speech and movements of a truly self-respecting and dignified 
woman, that even the most shameless libertine would not dare permit 
himself an unseemly expression in her presence. 
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Drink water out of your own cistern 

and flowing water from your own spring. 

May your wells be dispersed afield, 

water-courses into the distance. 

Let them be your very own 

and strangers have no part in them. 

May your source be blessed 

and you have joy from the wife of your youth: 

A lovely hind and a graceful doe, 

may you find satisfaction at her breast at all times, 
and may you be always caught up in her love. 

Why should you, my son, let your senses be enticed by a stranger, 
and embrace the bosom of an alien? 
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For a man’s ways are always directly before God’s eyes, 

and all the circles of his ways are put in the balance. 

His own devious ways snare lawless man, 

and by the bonds of his frivolity he shall be fettered. 

He comes to his end because of his immorality, 

and because of the excess of his delusion he is caught. (5, 15—23) 


To illustrate happiness by a metaphor of the bestowal of life, it is usual for 
our Scriptures to speak of refreshing waters. Even the alien prophet 
{Balaam] described the tents of Jewish family-bliss as “the course of 
brooks shaped by God” (1°v1 0°9n32) and as “water flowing out of His 
buckets” (7779 0° 51°; Numbers 24, 6—7). So, too, in the description of 
our Proverbs, family felicity and matrimonial happiness are pictured in 
terms of waters: cisterns, in which waters are gathered by human ef- 
forts, and springs, in which water naturally wells up. 


Marital happiness too is made of elements created by human ac- 
complishments on the one hand, and such as are created by Divine 
providence, on the other. There is, however, one factor which, according 
to the wisdom of our Proverbs, constitutes the inalienable basis for 
marital happiness: faithfulness — not on the part of the wife, which is 
considered a matter of course, but on the part of the husband. “Yours is 
the spring, and yours the source”; thus speak our Proverbs to the hus- 
band, “from which your joy is drawn.” May the love you bear your wife 
take up all of your affection, and do not pay attention to others, to any 
m1, who does not belong to you—not to mention a 7°733, who belongs 
to another. 


The word of God, which established the first marriage, was INVN2 p3N 
snx wa> 1m “let the husband cleave to his wife and become one 
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being”. This Divine word retains its validity, and living up to it is the 
pre-condition of marital and family happiness. However large or small 
may be the circle in which man and wife move together, to develop it by 
their common efforts —let their unity, their absolute and exclusive 
oneness be their goal. Together, by contributing everything noble, 
good, pure and truthful which a husband and his wife have in them, they 
build their common life and develop their home. Everything in this 
home, and especially the children, bear the stamp which characterizes 
them — so much so that whatever issues from this home, whether its in- 
fluence be upon the people around it or on the children who stem from 
it, then even if they come to the farthest distances, they prove to be as 
0° 7125, unadulterated, unpolluted watercourses from the one parental, 
prime source. They perpetuate the individual character of their parental 
home wherever they may go, and testify that nothing alien or strange 
has been admixed. 


Our Proverbs warn the husband in words of the gravest seriousness not 
to deflect in the slightest way from faithfulness. God’s eyes are focused 
on his ways, and He weighs on the scales of His judgment the devious 
circles in which he may move. Any way in which a husband seeks his 
joys by turning his back upon his wife will become a trap and a chain to 
ultimately ensnare him and lead to the irredeemable ruin of his hap- 
piness and joy in life ("Aw as per commentary to Genesis 8, 1). 
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A valiant woman is her husband’s crown, 
but as rot in his bones is one who fails in her calling. (12, 4) 
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A woman of varied wisdom has built her house, 
but foolishness tears it down by its own hands. (14, 1) 
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A vexing drizzle on a rainy day 
and a contentious woman are alike. (27, 15) 
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Better to dwell on a corner of a housetop 
than in a pleasant house — with a contentious woman. (21, 9) 


Our Proverbs convey a very high esteem for the activities of an °n nwx, 
a woman of spiritual and moral excellence. Scripture values very highly 
her importance for the happiness of a man and the prosperity of a 
home — so much so that the Book of Mishlé concludes with a veritable 
song of praise to an excellent woman, in which the beneficial activity of 
her whole life is extensively described. 


The basic thought of this song is summarized by the verses above: NUN 
mby3 navy 5”°n an excellent woman is her husband’s crown; and ni72n 
mn? 7n332 0°w3, the wisdom of a woman builds her home. A husband 
can have no greater treasure, nothing which so heightens the value of his 
own identity, as the possession of a valiant wife. On this our sages say 
in profound wisdom: 79y22 AIvyN) Xd XM 7A IvyNi nyy3—a wife 
contributes to a far greater extent to the heightening of her husband’s 
value and happiness than the husband to that of his wife. And just as 
she is the mainstay for her husband’s personality, so too for the prosper- 
ing of the home. 


The wife actually is the builder of the home, and this is no simple art. 
The guidance of domestic life, entrusted to her hands, comprises an 
abundance of seemingly minor relationships; but the wise or unwise 
handling of these can be so decisive for the comfort, prospering and 
happiness of the home that 799n, simple wisdom, is not sufficient. 
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Rather noon, a whole combination of knowledge, insight, abilities and 
skills, as well as moral virtue and spiritual excellence, make up the art of 
the wifely home-builder. 


Since the wife plays such a preponderant part in her husband’s hap- 
piness and domestic prosperity, it follows that a woman who does not 
meet the expectations held for her and guides the home without wisdom 
is a misfortune for her husband, and she undermines the happiness of 
the family. In this connection, our Proverbs emphasize one vice again 
and again, no doubt in order to impress it upon the hearts of women. 
This vice, perhaps more a fault of temperament than of character (and 
therefore an otherwise perfectly virtuous woman may be afflicted with 
it) is quarrelsomeness. A quarrelsome woman, who always wishes to be 
in the right; who provokes retorts and yet cannot endure them; who 
cannot bring herself to a conciliatory silence; or who, even when silent, 
sulks unforgivingly — such a woman is a direct danger to the har- 
monious unity of man and wife and brings a blight upon marriage and 
domesticity. Such discord and strife, as our Proverbs note, can drive a 
man from his home; and no sociability or companionship which other 
friends or members of the family might be able to offer can compensate 
for disharmony between man and wife. 


XXII 


THE VALIANT WIFE 


N¥D? 1D PN-NYR 
AID OPIBD Phy} 
mya 22 73 Nv2 
TOM? NP 92W) 


He who finds a valiant wife — 

her price is far beyond that of pearls. 
The heart of her husband trusted in her, 
and he never lacked gain. (31, 10—11) 


The literal meaning of 9w is “booty”; hence it implies a gain to which 
one had no claim and which he thus never expected, as in JWD) 7? 7n°n) 
°>w. The trust of her husband was not only justified at all times, but 
actually surpassed by her actions. 
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She did him good and never evil 
all the days of her life. (31, 12) 


A person can do another much good, and still cause him moments of 
chagrin and hurt by personal whims and caprices, and by the manner in 
which he acts toward him. But the woman to whom this hymn is 
dedicated gave her husband nothing but happiness and never even a mo- 
ment of grief all the days of her life. 
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She sought out wool and flax 
and worked it with the willingness of her hands. (31, 13) 


She was industriousness and assiduity incarnate. She sought out 
material in order to process it “with the willingness of her hands.” It is 
significant that the term used here is not 7°7 75n as we might have ex- 
pected, but 7°53 ppn. The term 0°53 denotes not the hand as a working, 
creative organ, but actually the “palm of the hand,” the hand as an in- 
strument for grasping or enclosing an object. In other words, “chefetz 
kapehah” implies that her hands could not bear to be idle, and even if 
her palms were folded at rest, they were “willing” and anxious to work. 
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She was like a merchant ship; 
she brought her bread from afar. (31, 14) 


She was always busy, and because of her providential planning for even 
the remotest contingencies she managed to provide all manner of advan- 
tages for her household. 
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It was still night when she arose 

and gave food to her household and work to her maids. 

She saved for [the purchase of] a field and bought it, 

and she planted a vineyard from the fruit of [the work of] her hands. 
(31, 15-16) 
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The literal meaning of O71 is “to produce great and far-reaching achieve- 
ments from small and seemingly humble beginnings.” Here it implies 
that the woman, through constant thrift, managed to accumulate sav- 
ings sufficient to purchase a field. 
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She girded herself with might 
and made her arms strong. (31, 17) 


She was not robust or strong by nature; she “made herself” strong. It 
was her zeal and her sense of duty that gave her strength and might. 
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She found that her endeavor was good; 

now her lamp did not go out at night. 

Now she put her hands to the spindle 

and her hand held the distaff; 

but she also opened her hand to the poor 

and stretched out her hands to the needy. 

She did not fear frost for her household; 

all her household was clothed in fine wool; 

she prepared beds for herself, 

but her clothing was of linen and purple. (31, 18—22) 
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During the winter all the members of her household were dressed in 
wool, but she needed warm coverings only at night when she rested. 
During the day when she was busily at work no one ever saw her dres- 
sed in anything but linen. Whatever woolen garments she wore served 
only as ornaments. Her constant activity kept her from feeling the cold. 
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Her husband was known in the public gatherings 
when he sat with the elders of the land. (31, 23) 


When her husband sat in the councils of the city or the nation, he was 
pointed out as the husband of the valiant woman whose moral and 
spiritual influence was discernible in the words and actions of the man in 
public life. Thus through the voice of her husband, the fine example she 
set and her prudent, wise counsel became a beneficial force in the affairs 
of the community. 
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She made cicth and sold it, 
and she gave a belt to the peddler. (31, 24) 


If this verse were meant only to laud her profitable endeavors to provide 
for the welfare of her household, it would not fit into the present context 
of the hymn, which now extols the woman’s moral and spiritual in- 
fluence; it would then have been more appropriate at the very beginning, 
where the thrifty manner in which she managed her household is 
described. Fortunately the statement °1¥235 73n2 72M indicates the 
necessity for a different interpretation of this verse. ]N) does not mean 
“to sell,” but denotes the very opposite of “selling” (cf. Deut. 14, 21, 
77939 1190 IN MINN 199). Accordingly, this sentence seems intended to 


explain how she managed to procure the means for the charity she prac- 
ticed: 
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She wanted to help her fellow-men with her own strength and with the 
fruit of her own labors. She would spin thread and use it to weave a 
cloth. As for the thread which was left over, the product of the work of 
her own hands through which she raised the value of the original raw 
material, she did not simply give it away in its natural state. Instead, she 
fashioned it into a belt which she gave as a gift to the poor peddler, who 
stood to profit by it much more than she had given him to proceeds of 
the sale or if she had simply given the belt to a beggar. Thus she was 
conscientious and charitable at the same time, and knew how to make 
use of the fruits of her labor in such a manner as to give the greatest pos- 
sible benefit to her fellow-men. Hence the purpose of this verse is to give 
but one example of how the “valiant woman’s” work, her fear of God 
coupled with prudence, proved to be of practical value and provided a 
shining example for her husband — who was to apply the same princi- 
ples in his deliberations in the councils of his community. 
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Strength and beauty were her garb, 
and smiling she faced the last day. (31,25) 


The conscientiousness and kindness which shine forth from the example 
just given above were basic to her entire personality. These qualities 
made up the strength (actually the resoluteness) and the beauty, 177) ny, 
which constituted her character; and that is the reason why she could 
face even the last day of her life with a smile. 


This is a spendid picture indeed of the life and the work of a Jewish 
homemaker. Even if from all the past history of our womanhood, the 
words of the Sacred Scriptures would have preserved for us nothing else 
but this one glorious testimonial, this one hymn in itself would be a most 
forceful refutation of the fable fabricated by inconceivable thoughtless- 
ness that the Jewish woman of ancient history had been enslaved and 
degraded after the fashion of Oriental women. Where is there a Euro- 
pean woman of the present century who would not look upon this 
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portrayal from the remote past of Jewish history as a shining ideal 
which it would be the greatest bliss even only to approximate in her own 
life? 


What, then, is the position of the Jewish woman? She is her husband’s 
trusted friend and she makes him happy. His heart is secure in his trust 
in her and she is the inspiration behind his greatest achievements. 


She enjoys full independence as the manager and director of her 
household. But she wants to be more than that. She is not content simp- 
ly to take her husband’s earnings and use them for her home, for the 
maintenance and comfort of her household. Instead, she makes her own 
economic contribution to the prosperity of her home; and so, of her own 
free will, she becomes an active partner in her husband’s toil and labor. 


Constant activity is her element, doing good her delight; wisdom dwells 
upon her lips, and her every word and action is a lesson in selfless love 
and devotion. 


She is the ever-alert watchman over her own household, and at the same 
time the quiet wise counselor of her husband in matters affecting the 
welfare of her entire community. 
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She opened her mouth with wisdom 

and the teaching of lovingkindness was upon her tongue. 
She kept constant watch over the ways of her household, 
and would never eat the bread of idleness. 

Therefore now her sons rise up and laud her, 

her husband, and he praises her: 
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“Many women have done valiantly, 

but you have excelled them all. 

Charm is deceit and beauty is vain; 

a woman who fears God brings praise upon herself. 

Give her of the fruit of her hands, 

so that her works may praise her in the gates.” (31, 26-31) 


The memory of what she has been will live on forever in the hearts of 
her husband and her children, who, throughout their lives, will respect- 
fully rise at the remembrance of her and will never tire of praising her. 
Her memory will live on, too, even outside her immediate family, in the 
hearts of all her community as an eternal praise and a valiant example 
to be followed by future generations. 


Happy and immortal is the people which can boast of having produced 
wives and mothers such as these. 
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The proverbs of King Solomon are the basis of 
any study of ethical wisdom in Judaism. A 
selection of these proverbs from the Scriptural 
Book of Mishlé were grouped according to 
subject matter and interpreted by Rabbi 
_ Samson Raphael Hirsch over a century ago. — 
Addressing such subjects as righteousness, 
wisdom, friendship, education, marriage, etc., 
Rabbi Hirsch elaborates on the eternal words 
of wisdom in comprehensive and. insightful 


essays, making the adages of Mishlé person- 


ally meaningful to all. 
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form of installments in the German-language 
periodical “Jeschurun.” We are pleased to 
present them in book form, compiled and 
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